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THE LEGEND OF THE SACRED WILLOW 


Long ago, a king’s son became sick 
and fell unconscious. A holy man 
from India broke off a branch from 
the Duong willow tree, dipped it 
in water, and sprinkled the water 
on the prince, who immediately 
revived and was cured. From then 
on, the Duong willow was said to 
be a sacred tree. 
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Preface 


Growing up in Hanoi, Haiphong, and Saigon, I loved listening to the 
stories told by my parents and other relatives about their parents and 
grandparents. I found these tales fascinating—some funny, some tragic— 
but although I knew that they spoke of family continuity, values, and 
Vietnamese traditions, they did not, at first, coalesce in my mind into a 
narrative larger than the individual parts. It was when I was in my late 
teens that I began to see how these anecdotes merged into a whole—a 
tale that reflected, in miniature, the history of Vietnam in the modern 
era. Still later, I began to see the common threads that ran through the 
lives of my great-grandfather, grandfather, parents, and siblings: the 
struggle to adapt and survive in the face of upheavals that more than 
once turned their world upside down, and the attempt to make the right 
choices for their families, for themselves, and for their country, often in 
very confusing circumstances. Someday, I told myself, I would write 
that story. In this book, The Sacred Willow, I hope I have done it justice. 

The work that follows is based on dozens of interviews that I con- 
ducted with my relatives over the years, on family records, on archive 
documents, on research done on-site in Vietnam, and on information 
from existing works in English, French, and Vietnamese. It traces the 
social, cultural, and political events that have shaped the men and 
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women of our family over four generations—the scholars and mandarins, 
the silk merchants, the military officers, and the revolutionaries—who 
were witnesses as well as participants at many of the key moments. 
These events, beginning in the late nineteenth century, include the 
French conquest of Vietnam, the war against French colonial rule, the 
brief years of peace, the socialist transformation of the north, the 
resumption of fighting in the south with American involvement until the 
communist victory in 1975, the evacuation of refugees from Saigon, and 
the effect of the communist victory on my relatives who remained in 
Vietnam. The Sacred Willow is also my story, from my childhood in north- 
ern Vietnam to my adolescence in Saigon, my student days in the United 
States, my meeting and falling in love with my American husband, my 
life and work in South Vietnam during some of the fiercest years of the 
war in the 1960s, and my evolution from hawk to dove. 

I have chosen to tell my family’s story in a scope and depth that, as 
far as I know, have not been attempted by a narrative work written by 
a Vietnamese in English. I believe that this provides a continuity that 
allows readers to see the chain of events unfold from the beginning and 
follow their impact on my family until the final resolution of the conflict 
and its aftermath. My purpose is to show Vietnam in all its complexi- 
ties at peace and at war, good and bad, traditional and transformed. I 
have elected to tell a story, rather than write an academic analysis, 
because I believe that a personal narrative can render history more imme- 
diate to readers and make them empathize better with the people who 
lived through the events. Other works published in the West have 
focused on the French and Americans and have relegated the Vietnamese 
to the background, but I have shown them—as they saw themselves— 
as the central players in their own history. 

The Vietnamese who appear in American writing (and film) about 
the war are most often either villagers in combat areas or Saigonese sol- 
diers or bar girls, yet Vietnam had a substantial population of educated, 
urban, middle-class families, including mine. As the reader will see, this 
did not mean they were untouched by war and turbulence. I have 
attempted, above all, to evoke the intense and conflicting feelings of 
each generation of my family, and others like them. I have presented the 
dilemma confronting the Duong in choosing sides in the internecine con- 
flicts unleashed by the French conquest, and have shown those conflicts 
through the eyes of relatives on opposing sides. While most of my rela- 
tives threw in their lot with the French and, later on, with the 
Americans, others went against personal and family interests to join the 
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communist-led resistance and revolution. These divisions were not 
unique to my family, and actually extended throughout the middle class, 
dating from the watershed years of 1945-46, when hundreds of thou- 
sands of patriotic Vietnamese joined the communist resistance to fight 
the French, who were trying to reimpose their colonial rule after Ho 
Chi Minh had declared independence. 

Looking back over this narrative, one of the themes I see in it is the 
irony and unpredictability of history. The choices each person made had 
unforeseen consequences that, at times, made losers out of winners. I see 
also the tenacity of family bonds that, though strained, were ultimately 
stronger than any political differences. I find it heartening that the 
Duong, and the Vietnamese people, have survived through the turmoil. 
Like the willow, they have bent with the wind, but remain unbroken. 
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A Burial in the Night 


My family owes its good fortune to 
a mysterious man. What he did one 
night changed my ancestors’ des- 
tiny, leading them from poverty to 
social prominence. 

When this enigmatic figure 
appeared in my family’s story 
toward the end of the eighteenth 
century, Vietnam was still in the 
throes of a civil war that would 
erupt intermittently and last over 
200 years. It was an unsettled time, 
with several clans backed by armies 
vying for domination. After their 
province in the central region of the 
country had turned into a raging 
battlefield, my ancestors fled. But 
there was no safe haven in the next 
province, or the next, as the oppos- 
ing armies swept back and forth 
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destroying everything in their path. So, along with thousands of other 
desperate peasants, my ancestors kept moving further and further north, 
trying to escape warfare, drought, and hunger. The trek finally took 
them to Van Dinh, where they settled down. This village is located on 
the bank of the Day River, about forty kilometers south of Hanoi. People 
here earned their livelihood by growing rice. They also grew vegetables 
in the soil along the bank of the river and sugarcane on higher ground. 
For extra food, they caught fish, shrimp, and freshwater clams, as well 
as crabs and snails that became plentiful in the flooded rice fields during 
the rainy season. The industrious villagers also sold bricks, cooking pots, 
and toys that they made by using clay scooped from the riverbank. 

The Day is a branch of the mighty Red River, which irrigates and 
nourishes the delta of northern Vietnam with its rich silt. From its 
source in the mountain range in southern China, the Red River flows for 
hundreds of miles before pouring into the sea. As it penetrated into the 
flat delta, this river, enlarged by tributaries, began to course in a bed 
that was higher than the surrounding plain. During the monsoon, espe- 
cially in July and August, the river would become menacing. Swollen by 
the incessant and torrential rainfall, it raged its way to the sea, fre- 
quently overflowing its banks and threatening to drown the surround- 
ing land. To tame the floodwaters, an elaborate network of dikes had 
been constructed centuries before. But the dikes, built with wooden pil- 
lars, bamboo poles, and compacted earth, could not always contain the 
river and its branches. Inundations continued to occur almost every year, 
killing people and animals, and destroying crops and houses. Bandits 
usually emerged after the most disastrous inundations, as destitute peas- 
ants resorted to armed robbery for survival. 

For villages like Van Dinh, the Day River was both a blessing and a 
bane, providing water to irrigate their lands, but also threatening them 
with flooding. The river drew the villagers to its rich alluvial soil, but 
also compelled them to keep their distance, shielded by the dike or safe- 
ly perched on the higher ground near the market place. The thirteen- 
foot-tall dike, whose flat and wide top also served as the main road into 
the village, dominated Van Dinh’s landscape. When my ancestors 
arrived, all the desirable housing spots had been taken, so they built 
their hut near the rivers edge, on the “wrong side” of the dike. 
Whenever the water level rose, the river overflowed into their back 
yard and occasionally even into their house. As outsiders, my ancestors 
were viewed with suspicion and discriminated against by the clannish 
villagers. Most of the rice fields were the communal property of the vil- 
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lage and were distributed only to the indigenous residents for cultiva- 
tion. Migrants who came to settle like my ancestors were not entitled 
to a part of the land, and so were deprived of this main source of income. 
Some of the migrants earned their living by making clay pots, while oth- 
ers survived by doing odd jobs, fishing in the river, and by catching 
crabs and snails in the rice fields. The only hope for them to escape their 
lowly status and poverty was to produce sons who could become man- 
darins—officials in the imperial bureaucracy and the elite of society at 
the time. 

Scholars who aspired to become mandarins had to spend years mas- 
tering classical Chinese, introduced when China ruled the country from 
111 B.C. to A.D. 939, and thereafter retained by the royal court, even 
after independence had been achieved, as the official language for all its 
documents. In addition, these scholars had to digest a daunting body of 
Chinese writings, learn how to compose elegant prose and poetry, and 
memorize Vietnamese and Chinese history, in order to pass a series of 
progressively more difficult exams. The goal of this education was not 
to encourage original thinking, but to produce men of culture who could 
master the wisdom of Confucius and his disciples and apply it to pro- 
tect the welfare of the people. The higher the degree earned, the high- 
er the potential appointment would be within the imperial bureaucracy 
and the faster the rise to the top. Only a relatively small number of peo- 
ple had the ambition and the persistence to pursue this career path. 

My ancestors, who descended from scholars, were determined to 
continue their family’s tradition, in spite of their poverty. The men 
focused on their studies and did odd jobs on the side. They survived 
mainly because their wives were able to contribute to the meager income 
by buying and selling goods at the various local markets. Every three 
years, the men tried their chances at the civil service exams, hoping to 
pass and to earn a position in the bureaucracy. If they succeeded, they 
would have power and prestige, though they certainly would not 
become rich, as the court paid mandarins only a low salary, supplement- 
ed with a rice ration sufficient to feed their families. Joining the imper- 
ial bureaucracy was, in fact, like joining the priesthood, as mandarins 
were expected to dedicate themselves to a life of virtue and duty and to 
accept a standard of living that was only slightly above that of the peo- 
ple they governed. In the view of the court, when it made a scholar a 
mandarin, it gave him such an honor—anointing him as one of the coun- 
try’s most wise, most educated, and most virtuous men—that it did not 
need to pay him generously as well. 
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The mysterious man’s connection with my family began with his 
friendship with Duc Thang, my ancestor of six generations ago. By this 
time, my family had lived in Van Dinh for about a hundred years. Three 
generations had come and gone, without achieving any noticeable suc- 
cess. The family had escaped poverty at one point, when one of the men 
married into a rich household. But by Duc Thang’s generation, the fam- 
ily had once again fallen into abject poverty, victimized by the bandits 
that were taking advantage of the unsettled situation in the countryside. 
In their forays into Van Dinh, they had ransacked and burned down Duc 
Thang’s hut—not once, but several times. Instead of destroying his spir- 
it, this motivated him to study harder to pass his exam and escape his 
predicament. 

At this time, most people could not read or write. Whenever illit- 
erate people needed to have something recorded, they would go to stu- 
dents, scholars, or retired mandarins for help. In exchange, they would 
pay them a small sum or, since barter was common, give them betel 
leaves, areca nuts, rice wine, tea, or a combination of these. Duc Thang 
used to sit outside the gate of a pagoda near his village and hire himself 
out to the faithful, writing prayers in Chinese characters in exchange for 
a small fee. When worshipers had a big favor to ask of the deities, they 
would burn such messages in a special trough inside the pagoda court- 
yard to convey their pleas to the gods. 

It was at this pagoda that the mysterious man met Duc Thang, and 
liked him immediately. They became friends, but after Duc Thang 
stopped visiting the pagoda, the man lost contact with him. Several 
years later, he decided to look for him in Van Dinh. When he arrived, 
disguised as a poor traveler, he learned that the scholar had been dead 
for many years. He found Duc Thang’s house as evening fell. The pover- 
ty he saw was appalling. Without telling her who he was, he asked 
Duc Thang’s widow for some water to wash his dusty feet. Although he 
looked poor, she greeted him with kindness and hospitality. He thought 
she was worthy of help and revealed that he was a geomancer, someone 
who could read signs in the earth and identify auspicious spots for bur- 
ial sites to ensure the good fortune of future generations. He said, “I can 
show you where to put your husband’s grave so that your descendants 
will have a better life. But you must tell me first whether you want 
them to be rich or to become successful scholars and mandarins.” She 
answered, “I want them to have success and prestige, not wealth.” Her 
choice made sense because, during the time in which she lived, scholars 
and mandarins were the most respected social classes. The wealthy, on 
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the other hand, were despised because people believed that commerce, 
the usual source of money for the rich, was a parasitic—if not dishon- 
est—occupation. Over time, as social values changed, my relatives 
would come to regret the widow’s selection. In my generation, many of 
my relatives would rather have traded their academic successes and 
poorly paid government jobs for wealth. And in my family, whenever 
we had money problems, my siblings and I would half-jokingly condemn 
Duc Thang’s widow for her bad judgment. 

After the widow told him what she wanted, the man said, “TI help 
you get your wish. I know of a very good location for a grave in the vil- 
lage. I want you to dig up your husband’s bones and rebury them there.” 
But she protested. Exhumation was out of the question: she did not have 
the money to buy a clay pot in which to put the bones for reburial, as 
required by custom. The stranger reassured her, “Don’t worry, just use 
a bamboo basket, if you can’t afford to buy a clay pot.” At exactly mid- 
night, the man asked Duc Thang’s widow and son to take him to the 
grave. After the bones had been dug up and placed in the basket, he told 
them to follow him. Guided only by starlight, they made their way to 
the new site the man had chosen. It turned out to be located in the mid- 
dle of a common graveyard, where only wretched people without rela- 
tives or descendants to take care of their graves were buried. Wandering 
souls resided here, forever disconsolate because no one was burning joss 
sticks or making offerings to their spirits. Duc Thang’s widow wept 
with disappointment and clung to the basket, refusing to bury the bones 
here. The stranger soothed her, “Don’t worry. This is an auspicious site. 
In three years, all the other graves will be relocated. With them gone, 
the earth’s currents will be unblocked and will flow directly into your 
husband’s grave.” Before leaving, he told the widow not to build a tomb 
over the grave. He also wrote a cryptic poem predicting the successes of 
future generations: 


First, a member of the Royal Academy 
Second, two governors 

Every twenty years, a generation of scholars 
Every twenty years, a generation of mandarins 


Earth termites later built up the mound so that the grave, unrestrict- 
ed by construction, kept growing year by year, an encouraging sign that 
it had been placed in powerful earth currents. It is said that if you stood 
on high ground and looked down at the grave, you would see that the 
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contours of the earth around it formed the shape of an ink slab and a 
brush, the writing implements used by a scholar. You would also see the 
shape of a horse, the animal that a scholar rode on his triumphant return 
to his village, after winning the tien si, or doctorate degree—the pinna- 
cle of academic achievement and a door-opener to a high position in the 
government. When I visited Duc Thang’s grave in October 1993, I was 
astonished to find that, after almost 200 years, the mound had not been 
leveled by the passage of time. While all the old graves in the vicinity 
had disappeared, Duc Thang’s burial site could still be seen protruding 
over the rice fields surrounding it. The ink slab and the brush had, unfor- 
tunately, been turned into rice fields, and the horse had had his left foot 
clipped when a nearby road was built. Because of this injury to the 
horse's left foot, people in my clan have become prone to accidents 
involving the left leg. When I fell and broke my left kneecap in 1981, I 
became another casualty of the carelessness of those road builders. 

For about a hundred years after he first appeared in our history, we 
did not know who the mysterious stranger was. Then, one night, my 
great-grandfather spoke to the god of Tan Vien Mountain, Vietnam’s 
most sacred peak, through a medium. This spirit, a mythical figure asso- 
ciated with the origins of our people, told him that this enigmatic per- 
son was a monk who had taken the ordained name of Thanh Tinh Thien 
Su, or Master of Purity and Serenity. From that day onward, my great- 
grandfather began to worship the monk as if he were one of our ances- 
tors. On the anniversaries of their deaths and at Tet, our lunar new year, 
when he prayed to their departed souls, he would also thank this holy 
man for his deed. This became a tradition for my clan. The predictions 
came true one by one. Duc Thang’s son received the honorific title of 
royal academician upon his retirement as the mandarin in charge of edu- 
cation for Son Tay Province, and launched the family on the path of suc- 
cess and better fortune. The two governors foretold by the monk, Duong 
Lam and Duong Khue, my great-grandfather and great-granduncle, did 
not appear until three generations later. Every twenty years—or so runs 
my family's belief—one or several relatives should achieve prominence in 
government service or as scholars, just as the monk predicted. 

Duong Lam, my great-grandfather, was born in 1851, the third year 
of Emperor Tu Duc’s reign during the Nguyen dynasty, the one that had 
emerged triumphant from the long civil war and that would be the last 
to exist. Considering the tradition in Duong Lam’s family, there was no 
question that he would train to become a scholar and an official. So he 


immersed himself for years in the study of philosophy, history, and poet- 
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ry, under his father’s tutelage. He wanted success for himself, to earn 
fame as a scholar and prestige as a mandarin. But he also wanted success 
for his parents, who had great hopes for him, and whom he wanted to 
repay with the honor that society would bestow on them if he tri- 
umphed. He excelled in his studies, and mastered the art of writing 
prose and poetry. But scholastic brilliance could not always guarantee 
success. As is the case with any exam anywhere in the world, luck—or 
fate—has much to do with passing or failing. The Vietnamese also 
believed that justice beyond the grave was at work during exams. The 
souls of those that had been wronged would come back to seek revenge 
against the perpetrators, while those that owed a debt to those still liv- 
ing would return to help their benefactors. 

The first-level examination consisted of three to four sessions. 
Candidates who passed all of them received what can be called a mas- 
ter's degree—or cu nhan—and those who passed all but one earned a tu 
tai—or a bachelor’s degree—the lowest in the system. The examination 
was extremely competitive, and only a few candidates were chosen out 
of a field of thousands, with usually twenty to twenty-five master’s 
degrees and seventy to seventy-five bachelor’s degrees at each site. 
Seven major categories of complex if not incomprehensible rules gov- 
erned all the exams, and an infraction could result in disqualification or 
even imprisonment, depending on the seriousness of the oversight or 
offense. A careless juxtaposition of words unintentionally implying a 
criticism of the throne was considered lése-majesté and could land the 
candidate in jail. 

The exam tested not only a candidate's intellect, but also his mental 
and physical endurance. Due to the huge number of candidates at each 
site, there were no permanent exam rooms. Instead, each candidate had 
to bring his own tent, a portable bamboo couch that also served as a 
writing table, paper, brushes, ink, water, and food, as each session last- 
ed all day and candidates were not allowed to leave the site. On exam 
day, the candidates had to arrive before daybreak and submit themselves 
to a thorough search by the guards before being allowed inside, to make 
sure they were not smuggling in any written materials along with their 
paraphernalia. 

Strict measures were taken to prevent cheating. Sentinels standing 
guard in watchtowers and soldiers patrolling on horseback kept vigil to 
prevent candidates from sneaking into one another's tent and offering 
help. To make sure that the papers submitted by the candidate had been. 
composed at the site and not prepared beforehand and smuggled in, the 


10 = a burial in the might 


first ten or so pages used by each candidate were stamped with an offi- 
cial seal, and the manuscript had to be stamped again at noon on the 
exam day. An elaborate procedure for selecting the examiners and for 
grading was observed to prevent cheating. Mandarins appointed as 
examiners were chosen from outside the region where the exam was to 
be held. At the site, they were put in cramped quarters, and held virtu- 
ally like prisoners until the sessions were over, completely cut off from 
the outside world, and even unable to communicate among themselves. 
The manuscripts submitted to them for grading were anonymous, with 
the candidates’ names removed and bearing only coded numbers. Two 
sets of examiners independently graded each manuscript, and the cumu- 
lative grade stood as the final grade, to ensure objectivity and avoid 
favoritism or cheating. As an added precaution, a military mandarin 
with no ties to the examiners was put in charge of keeping watch over 
them and enforcing order at the site. 

In his first try at the regional examination, in 1867 at age sixteen, my 
great-grandfather did not succeed completely, getting only the bache- 
lor's degree. If he was disappointed, he would also have felt comforted 
by the fact that he had done better than thousands of other scholars who 
never managed to earn even this degree, and spent their youth making 
repeated but fruitless attempts. Brilliant scholars who failed were not 
despised but simply pitied because fate did not reward their talent, and 
hoc tai thi phan—“learning depends on one’s ability, but succeeding at the 
exams depends on one’s fate’-—became the common lament for those 
cursed with bad luck at the exam site. 

In normal times, my great-grandfather would have focused his energy 
only on succeeding in the next exam. But he was not living in normal 
times. In 1873, French troops bombarded and stormed Hanoi’s citadel. 
This attack was France’s first salvo in its war to take over the northern 
part of Vietnam following its conquest of the southern region in 1867. 
Outgunned, the governor of Hanoi felt he had only one honorable 
response. Wounded and taken prisoner, he ripped off his bandages and 
committed suicide by starving himself to death. After taking over Hanoi, 
French forces moved out to conquer the surrounding area. The campaign 
gave my great-grandfather the opportunity to prove himself. He recruit- 
ed and trained militiamen to defend a citadel in his native district that 
stood in the way of the French advance. Under his leadership, the 
citadel resisted the enemy siege for two months. It was ultimately 
spared when the invaders withdrew from the north following their 
commander's death in a skirmish in Hanoi. For his achievement, Duong 
Lam was later cited by the court in its official account of those events. 
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With the departure of the French, things returned to normal. In 
1878, Duong Lam took the mandarin exam again and not only earned the 
cunhan degree, but took the highest honor as the valedictorian. In a coun- 
try that revered learning, Duong Lam's success won him instant fame. 
After that, there was only one thing left for him to do: pursue the most 
prized degree—the tien si, equivalent to the doctorate. But first, he 
would have to make the arduous trip to Hue, the imperial capital, where 
this series of exams was held. Hundreds of miles lay between Van Dinh 
and Hue. He would have to get there and back on foot and by boat, sail- 
ing along the shore of the South China Sea, then making his way by land 
through jungles and mountains. The trip took over a month. 

The imperial exam, held every three years, was extremely competi- 
tive. Each time, only ten scholars out of a field of 150 to 200 candidates 
would be chosen. The exam would begin with three rigorous sessions. 
Those that passed would sit for a fourth, held in the Imperial Palace, 
with subjects chosen by the emperor himself. Sometimes, an emperor 
would even grade the exams personally. If the candidates succeeded, 
they would earn the doctorate degree. If not, they would become “can- 
didate doctors.” My great-grandfather entered the first round of exams 
with great confidence. But although he turned in brilliant papers, he 
was disqualified because of a minor infraction. For the rest of his life, 
this twist of fate would nag at him. When his oldest son, my grandfa- 
ther, also failed the same exam years later, it was like rubbing salt in the 
wound. The family was finally vindicated in 1919 when my oldest 
uncle Tuong earned the doctorate degree, in the last tien si exam to be 
held in Vietnam. 

The failure rankled even more because Duong Lam’s older brother 
Duong Khue, whom he measured himself against, had taken and passed 
this exam in 1868, and had received many honors. My great-granduncle 
could easily have failed as well. When Duong Khue sat for the palace 
exam, he and the other candidates were asked to write an essay on a 
topic Emperor Tu Duc had chosen himself: “Make War or Make Peace.” 
The imperial Council of Ministers was then hotly debating this issue. 
The court was split. On one side were those that wanted to make peace 
with the French. On the other side were those that wanted to go to war 
to get back the southern provinces that the emperor had been forced to 
cede to France. The emperor took the opportunity of the exam to test 
the best minds in the country on this issue. For the candidates, it was a 
loaded topic, because they had no way of knowing what the emperor 
himself was thinking. However they came down on the issue, they 
might run the risk of offending the throne. 
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Duong Khue couched his essay in such diplomatic language that the 
emperor did not take offense. In it, my great-granduncle opposed the 
concession the emperor had made, but avoided criticizing the throne 
directly. He said simply that as a loyal subject he had wept upon read- 
ing the royal edict announcing the loss of territory to the French. Then 
he went on to recommend that the court go to war to expel the foreign- 
ers. The emperor liked the composition, but did not agree with this sug- 
gestion, and wrote the comment “Not appropriate to the situation” in 
vermillion ink in the margin. That was not the last time my great- 
granduncle recommended going to war. He would do this two more 
times in petitions he addressed to the throne. This audacity could have 
cost him his career, if not his freedom or even his head. 

If my great-grandfather had passed the tien si exam, he would have 
enjoyed the many honors that his older brother had experienced. After 
earning the doctorate degree, Duong Khue was granted an audience 
with the emperor, entertained at a royal banquet, given a robe and a hat 
adorned with a silver flower design of his own choosing, and invited to 
stroll the imperial garden. The emperor also gave Duong Khue a gift of 
precious cinnamon bark that had been presented to the court as tribute, 
observing, “We notice that tien si Duong Khue does not look well. We 
instruct him to take care of his health so that he can serve the country.” 
This was a great honor, since this cinnamon—a kind found on only a few 
trees out of thousands growing in a cinnamon forest-—was believed to 
be a wonder drug, capable of curing innumerable diseases, and even of 
bringing the dying back to life. 

My great-grandfather, however, did not have the luxury of indulging 
in anger and disappointment. The French were back. After a third 
attempt, they occupied Hanoi in 1883. Although it would take France 
twelve years to pacify the north, this date marked the end of Vietnamese 
independence. Sporadic and localized armed resistance against French 
domination would continue until the last band of rebels was subdued in 
1913. But it had become clear to most people after 1883 that military 
struggle would be futile and would bring only further death and 
destruction to the people. For the mandarins, the choice was either to 
accept the situation and collaborate, or to resist passively by resigning 
or refusing to take up their posts when appointed. Most had to adapt 
and to cooperate, to avoid retaliation against themselves and their fami- 
lies. Most were also driven to cooperation because government work, 
the only career they were trained for, was the most viable means for 
them to support their families. 
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Following the conquest, the north became a French protectorate and 
assumed the name of Tonkin. The emperor would continue to rule this 
region through a viceroy, but all the latter's decisions had to be present- 
ed to and approved by the French official representative, called a résident 
supérieur. In addition, French officials were placed at the head of each 
province to oversee the mandarins who, however, were allowed to retain 
most of their autonomy. From that date onward, my great-grandfather’s 
life and career would be drastically changed by the French presence. 

In 1884, when the French consolidated their hold over the north, my 
great-grandfather had just begun his mandarin career, having become dis- 
trict magistrate in Ha Dong province in 1883. The goal he had struggled 
for was finally within his grasp. Yet, as fate would have it, the moment 
of triumph would become clouded only months later by the loss of inde- 
pendence. He stayed in this position for three years, but his heart was 
not in it. He resigned in 1886, using his mother’s illness as an excuse, the 
first of many resignations during his career. Although he was forced to 
resume government service time and again, either in response to official 
summonses that he could not turn down, to meet his family’s heavy finan- 
cial burdens, or to do whatever good he could as a mandarin for a coun- 
try in its hour of need, my great-grandfather did so with reluctance. 

For the rest of his life, until his retirement, he would feel the con- 
flicting pull of what scholars at the time called “engagement” and “with- 
drawal.” Should he, as a scholar trained to serve the court and the coun- 
try, join the government and risk getting stigmatized by collaborating 
with the French? Or should he abstain from dealing with affairs of state, 
even if he could make some difference, and keep his reputation intact? He 
would also struggle with the issue of loyalty, a value that scholars con- 
sidered central to their lives. Could he, in “engaging,” separate loyalty 
to the court from loyalty to France, which controlled it? And could he, 
as a mandarin, be loyal to the people and their welfare, without also fur- 
thering the interests of France? Despite his frequent discomfort and dis- 
couragement at “engaging” himself, he always met his mandarin respon- 
sibilities head-on, for he was a man of honor and took his duties seri- 
ously. He knew he could not singlehandedly change the situation, so he 
carried on as best he could and bided his time, waiting for the opportu- 
nity to reverse his country’s fate. Unfortunately, this opportunity never 
came during his lifetime. 

A year after he resigned as district magistrate, the dilemma present- 
ed itself in the form of a summons. Nguyen Huu Do, the first viceroy of 
Tonkin following the French conquest, appointed my great-grandfather 
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as his assistant. It was an honor and a demand that Duong Lam could not 
have rejected. If he had refused, the court and the French would have 
viewed his decision as an act of opposition. Besides, by this time, he had 
a large family to support: a wife, three children, and two parents with- 
out an income of their own. So this appointment, giving him a sizable 
salary, was too attractive to turn down. Thus began a long period of 
“engagement” for my great-grandfather, one that would last for ten 
years. 

His new position was a double-edged sword. The viceroy admired 
and trusted him, but Duong Lam’s power created enemies. Complaints 
that he was using his influence to put his friends in key positions soon 
reached the ears of the French. They became alarmed and suspected that 
my great-grandfather was trying to create a political network. There 
was perhaps some substance to the charges. But more probably Duong 
Lam was simply fulfilling his personal obligations. In Vietnam there 
was a saying that “when one man becomes a mandarin, the whole clan 
can benefit from his position.” So my great-grandfather must have been 
under intense pressure from relatives as well as friends to give them jobs 
in the government. If he had refused to help, he would have been 
accused of failing to meet his obligations—a serious criticism in a soci- 
ety that prized good personal relationships. 

Duong Lam’s influence continued to rise even after the death of the 
viceroy at the end of 1888. Tran Luu Hue, the new viceroy, admired and 
trusted him as much as the previous one, and even promoted him to a 
higher grade. This official came to rely on my great-grandfather so much 
that Duong Lam’s jealous colleagues began to complain that he was the 
real viceroy of Tonkin. Hanoi, as the seat of power for north Vietnam, 
was full of intrigues, where the more unscrupulous mandarins jockeyed 
for positions and influence, tried to curry favors with the new French 
masters, and did not hesitate to resort to slander and anonymous denun- 
ciations to bring down their rivals. Even jealous relatives could turn 
into enemies, such as the one in Van Dinh who denounced Duong Lam 
and his older brother to the French in 1888, accusing them of seditious 
activities. This was a serious allegation that could have cost Duong Lam 
and his brother their freedom, if not their lives, and ruined their fami- 
lies. 

Duong Lam’s colleagues’ complaints about him became more vocifer- 
ous. This time, the French reaction was more serious. One high-ranking 
official, a member of the résident supérieur’s cabinet, expressed his uneasi- 
ness over Duong Lam in a memo, in which he called my great-grandta- 
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ther brilliant but too arrogant, and advocated removing him from the 
viceroy’s circle. When the viceroy and Duong Lam became personally 
linked by the marriage of their children—my grandfather and grand- 
mother—they had to inform the authorities of this relationship, in con- 
formity with a law that the French had established to prevent collusion 
among high officials. My great-grandfather had to request a transfer, and 
the French gladly complied, transferring him in 1889 to Hung Hoa, a 
distant province. 

The year 1889 was a trying one for my great-grandfather. His first 
wife died, and he had to pull up stakes and move from the capital of 
Hanoi to a trouble spot. Duong Lam had married his first wife, the 
daughter of a governor, when she was thirteen years old, a very accept- 
able age considering that girls past the age of sixteen were already con- 
sidered too old to marry. My family’s chronicle did not say much about 
my great- grandmother (or any of my female ancestors, for that matter) 
except to praise her virtues, in particular her filial piety, her devotion 
to her husband and children, and her harmonious relationship with 
everyone. Family records were not written to reveal the truth, but to 
inspire awe and respect for ancestors. So my great-grandmother was 
held up as the model of a “great and virtuous lady.” 

When she fell ill, my great-grandfather took a month-long leave of 
absence to care for her at their residence in Hanoi. But his ministrations 
and those of the doctor failed. At her death, my great-grandmother left 
five children, the youngest newly born. Still reeling from this tragedy, 
my great-grandfather received the order to leave the comfort and securi- 
ty of Hanoi for troubled Hung Hoa province, where he had been 
appointed judge, one of several assistants to the mandarin in charge of a 
province, called a governor in the case of a small province, or a governor 
general in the case of a large one. Hung Hoa was located in the hilly 
region above the flat delta plain, and its main town, bearing the same 
name, controlled navigation on the Red River. Occupying such a strate- 
gic point on the water route leading into the vital delta, the town was 
a fortified citadel topped with an observation tower famous for its 
attractive design. The province of Hung Hoa at this time was plagued 
by the Black Flags, members of the T’aiping Rebellion in China who 
had fled to Vietnam. For a while, the Vietnamese court had used them 
to fight the French. But like guests that refuse to leave after a party, the 
Black Flags stayed on when they were no longer needed and began to 
resort to banditry. They were reinforced by Vietnamese bandits who 
joined them to pillage, kidnap, and sow terror among the villages. 
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There were daring attacks on the Hung Hoa citadel during the time 
my great-grandfather served as judge in this province. Most nights, the 
citadel echoed with the sound of cannon fire, rifle shots, and war drums, 
as the government forces fought these roving bands. After such assaults, 
government troops would launch counter-expeditions, returning with 
captured suspects to throw into the provincial jail. As the judge, my 
great-grandfather had to try each case. He believed in justice and in the 
ideal that mandarins should be humane toward their subjects. During 
his tenure, he ordered the release of hundreds of these prisoners once he 
determined they were innocent. His performance impressed the French 
official overseeing the province, who gave him a flattering annual 
appraisal, calling him an “active, intelligent, and erudite man” and 
observing that he “appeared” loyal. It also earned him a promotion three 
months later, as chief judge and chief administrator of another important 
province closer to the delta. But his rejoicing was cut short. Hoang Cao 
Khai, the new viceroy and a former colleague who had watched Duong 
Lam’s swift rise with resentment, now used his power to banish my 
great-grandfather to Luc Nam, a province tucked deeper into the moun- 
tains near the border with China. 

In this posting, he would have to display the conflicting qualities 
that the court looked for in its mandarins: He would have to be a ruth- 
less military commander to maintain law and order, and he would have 
to be a benign administrator, a “father and mother” figure, that the peo- 
ple he governed aspired to have. Luc Nam was a pestilential region sur- 
rounded by thick forests and plagued by Chinese and Vietnamese ban- 
dits who engaged in pillage and in opium and arms smuggling. The night 
after he assumed his position, he heard explosions around the citadel 
and, looking out from his window, he saw the sky aflame. He could hear 
the yells of the bandits, who fought their way to the gate of the citadel 
before the defenders’ cannon fire and bullets drove them away. 

As the mandarin in charge of the province, my great-grandfather was 
responsible for maintaining peace and security within his territory. So, 
after this brazen attack, he began leading expeditions against the 
Chinese bandits and their Vietnamese allies. The rugged territory 
favored the bandits, who were encamped on the high points controlling 
the passes. Logistics and troop movements were slow and arduous. In 
this terrain where soldiers had to scale cliffs or march single file, hack- 
ing their way through the forest’s thick growth, my great-grandfather 
could not deploy massive forces to overwhelm the bandits or take them 
by surprise. The French later would face the same problem here against 
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the Communists and their allies, as would the Americans in similar 
rugged terrain in South Vietnam. 

Once, the bandits came close to capturing and killing my great- 
grandfather. They had routed his forces and surrounded him in a forest 
clearing. Duong Lam jumped on his horse, tugged at the reins, and 
shouted, “Don’t fail me now!” The horse took off instantly, scattering 
the bandits. Duong Lam knew they could track him from the hoofprints, 
so when he approached his residence, he dismounted and set the animal 
loose to return to the stable on its own. Then he smeared his face and 
clothes with mud and hid in a culvert under the road. From his hiding 
place, he could hear the bandits’ feet thundering over his head as they 
charged headlong in pursuit. 

That experience did not deter my great-grandfather from continuing 
his operations. He eventually succeeded in subduing the bandits, cap- 
turing their leaders—one of whom he beheaded—and destroying their 
lair. Peace would finally come to the border region when the Chinese 
bandits retreated back into their country. During his expeditions, my 
great-grandfather also released a large number of women that the ban- 
dits had kidnapped and held in their stronghold. At the end of his lite, 
he would look back on this liberation of innocent villagers with pride, 
as an example of the good that he was able to achieve as a mandarin. His 
success in ridding the villages of the bandits’ scourge earned him the 
gratitude of the local people, who built a small temple in Quynh Village 
to worship him. Although the temple was later destroyed by the French 
during 1945 to 1954, two pillars praising Duong Lam’s accomplishment 
are still standing. 

My great-grandfather knew that Hoang Cao Khai, his enemy in 
Hanoi who had dispatched him to Luc Nam, expected him to be ravaged 
physically and mentally by the experience. So he wrote a poem, osten- 
sibly to give news of himself, but in fact to mock this mandarin. In it, 
he said that, far from being destroyed, he—a good man enjoying divine 
protection—had prevailed. He also painted the picture of himself as a 
man who refused to let the stress unnerve him and who could still take 
his ease amidst the turbulence to enjoy music and an occasional cup of 
wine, relaxations that scholars considered refined and worthy of their 
time. 


As I look up at the blue Tan Mountain 
I send you, my friends, my best wishes. 
These mountains and rivers are all part of our country. 
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Wherever I go, heaven protects me. 
My confidence sustains me as I strike. 


In 1891, Hoang Cao Khai acknowledged Duong Lam’s competence 
by summoning him back to Hanoi to serve as his assistant. The viceroy, 
who had resented Duong Lam’s rising star, now realized he needed my 
great-grandfather’s literary talent to fulfill a task the French had given 
him: to start an official journal that would disseminate news and com- 
municate official policies to the mandarins. Being a scholar known for 
his learning and writing style, my great-grandfather was considered the 
most qualified man to serve as editor of this journal, With its elegant 
and erudite writing, the journal quickly became a favorite among schol- 
ars and mandarins. Khai was a learned and very capable man, but also a 
ruthless and authoritarian mandarin who did not hesitate to use his 
power to crush those that dared to defy him. He enjoyed the complete 
confidence of the French, which he had earned after quelling the last 
armed resistance movement in the delta of Tonkin. This suppression 
made him the most controversial figure in Tonkin at the time. But he was 
such a dangerous man that no one dared to cross or oppose him openly. 
And so began my great-grandfather’s uneasy relationship with the 
viceroy, whom he feared—as did everyone else at that time—but did 
not admire. Duong Lam tarried in Luc Nam after his appointment and 
did not report immediately to Hanoi, until the viceroy sent him a 
peremptory cable commanding him to do so. 

To reward him for the success of the journal, the viceroy appointed 
Duong Lam governor of Thai Binh province in 1892, when this position 
became vacant. Thai Binh was an important province and the home of 
many scholars. The viceroy knew that my great-grandfather, with his 
reputation as both a brilliant scholar and an able mandarin, would be 
not only accepted but also respected by the local population. The year 
my great-grandfather assumed his new function, the Tonkin delta was 
flooded when the Red River overflowed its banks. The maintenance of 
the dike network was one of the most critical duties of the mandarins, 
and required enormous expenses of money and labor. Each year, man- 
darins had to conduct frequent inspections and supervise the mainte- 
nance work performed by conscripted villagers, who lived in the vicin- 
ity of the dikes and benefited from their protection. For reinforcement, 
the villagers would add compacted earth to the top and sides of the 
dikes. This work usually began in October, right after the rainy season, 
and had to be completed by the end of March. After reinforcement was 
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completed, the mandarins would direct the villagers to plant rows of 
bamboo on the riverside base of the dikes, to lessen the force of the 
water flow and to facilitate silt deposit. 

When a dike broke, local mandarins were held responsible and pun- 
ished with demotion of one or several grades—depending on their 
rank—if they had failed to predict or prevent the rupture. Occasionally, 
villagers could see signs that a dike was about to break, and could warn 
the authorities in time. Once a dike was destroyed at its base, the entire 
structure collapsed with a thunderous sound—like cannon fire—and 
water spread rapidly over the surrounding land. Even if a breach could 
be detected in time, repair work could not always prevent a collapse in 
stormy weather. The swollen river would sweep away the woven bam- 
boo mats and poles from the sodden ground in which they were plant- 
ed—-a heart-breaking sight for the tired and cold villagers and man- 
darins, toiling under a threatening sky. When a rupture became immi- 
nent, a mandarin would have to rely on his military commander to keep 
the conscripted villagers from running away and to force them to con- 
tinue working. Once a section broke, the water would begin to tear 
away part after part of the remaining dike. 

In 1892, my great-grandfather was faced with the task of containing 
the might of the Red River in Thai Binh province. He spent days and 
nights on the dikes, braving the heavy rain, inspecting, supervising, 
praying to the river god, and exhorting the workers to redouble their 
efforts. His tireless work saved the province, the only one to escape 
unscathed in the general inundation of the delta. At the end of his life, 
my great-grandfather would look back and feel extremely proud of hav- 
ing saved so many lives in Thai Binh. The French high authorities com- 
mended Duong Lam for his courage and leadership, awarded him a gold 
medal, and made him a “knight” of the Dragon of Annam order. In addi- 
tion, the emperor awarded him a blue robe made of the finest brocade. 
As a sign of my great-grandfather's ambivalent attitude toward the 
French, he accepted the gold medal but hung it in his pigsty in a gesture 
of contempt. 

Three years later, Duong Lam was recalled to the viceroy’s office to 
serve once again as his assistant. In 1897, the viceroy gave him the title 
of War Minister. It was only an honorific title, but it signaled that my 
great-grandfather was now just a few rungs from the top level in the 
mandarin hierarchy. Not long after this promotion, however, the French 
eliminated the function of viceroy, which had served as the last link 
between Tonkin and the court in Hue. The résident supérieur in Hanoi now 


20 ~~ a burial in the night 


assumed. direct control. In the provinces, the mandarins lost the last 
shreds of autonomy and were reduced to mere figureheads. True power 
was now concentrated in the hands of French officials at all levels. After 
this happened, my great-grandfather transferred to the court in Hue, 
where he assumed the title of Minister for Public Works and, at the 
same time, fulfilled the function of Deputy Director of the Imperial 
Historical Records. The French annexation of Tonkin had distressed 
Duong Lam. So he welcomed the transfer, which, he thought, would 
give him the chance to take refuge in the last bastion of Vietnamese 
autonomy. 

But the autonomy did not last long. After sweeping royal authority 
away in Tonkin, the French proceeded to emasculate the court in Hue. 
The emperor became only a figurehead. The royal decrees might bear his 
name, but the French were behind the decisions. In the case of my great- 
grandfather, they were the ones that approved his promotion to gover- 
nor general, and they were the ones that told the emperor to grant him 
the title of Baron of Khanh Van. The court was powerless, The French 
now held the purse strings. Instead of controlling the country’s treasury, 
the emperor received a monthly stipend for himself and his family. After 
pushing the anemic court to the side, the French set out to create a new 
and more modern government apparatus, with agencies like customs and 
management of state monopolies (of opium, salt, and alcohol), public 
works, agriculture, commerce, postal service, and communication. 
Vietnam was no longer a nation, but three distinct parts: the colony of 
Cochinchina and the protectorates of Annam and Tonkin. Then all three 
were merged with Laos and Cambodia to form the Union of Indochina. 
The French governor general, headquartered in Saigon, became the ruler 
of this forced union. 

Although my great-grandfather’s career was not immediately dam- 
aged by the French annexation, he viewed this turning point in his coun- 
try’s history as one of the saddest periods in his life. In the autobio- 
graphical poem he wrote for his family two years before his death to 
review his experiences and teach his descendants how to live by the 
same traditional values he had obeyed, he compared the situation in 
1897 when the French swept away royal authority to the end of a chess 
game—with the Hue court checkmated—and to a withering flower 
about to die. For a man who admired his country’s achievement and tra- 
dition, the annexation was a blow to national pride. He also took it as 
a blow to his own pride. In the same poem, he expressed his feeling of 
impotence in stopping the decline and chided himself for his failure. 
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But as much as he resented this foreign yoke, he had to suppress his 
hostility and maintain a facade of civility toward the French, with 
whom he corresponded in the traditional flowery language of the schol- 
ar and official, full of exaggerated courtesy (“You are like a star in the fir- 
mament”) and humble references to himself (“I am but dust and ashes”). 
In truth, he did not dislike all the colonial officials he met, and seemed 
to have been friendly with some of them, such as the résident in Hung Yen 
Province, whom he asked to look after his oldest son before he left for 
his post in central Vietnam. For their part, the French also had an 
ambivalent attitude toward him. Most of the colonial officials he dealt 
with recognized his intelligence and leadership and were anxious not to 
alienate him. But because of the continuing opposition among many man- 
darins, they never completely relaxed their vigilance over him. 

As my great-grandfather must have known when he decided to 
“engage” himself, this relationship with the French authorities—how- 
ever ambivalent and reluctant—could tarnish his reputation not only 
during this lifetime, but also in the verdict of history. Through the good 
he accomplished, he managed to retain the respect of his contemporaries 
in a very difficult situation and at a time when the public was quick to 
condemn mandarins who collaborated with the French. My family still 
retains the text of an anonymous poem that was posted to the gate of 
Hoang Cao Khai, the last viceroy of Tonkin, on the occasion of one of 
his birthdays. Each year, on the viceroy’s birthday, all the high-ranking 
mandarins had to troop to his residence to pay their respects. The 
poem’s anonymous author took this opportunity to express his contempt 
and hatred for several of the officials present at the celebration, con- 
demning them for their venality and cruelty, but praising Duong Lam 
and his brother Duong Khue for their filial piety and detachment from 
the unscrupulous activities of their colleagues. It was a tacit recognition 
that they had not abused their power. 

As for the verdict of history, it remains critical. Although collabora- 
tion would become widespread over the eighty years of colonial rule, 
leaving few of the elite untouched, modern historians in general contin- 
ue to condemn high-ranking mandarins of Duong Lam’s generation for 
their association with the French. In my great-grandfather’s case, there 
was an undercurrent of criticism that sometimes erupted into print after 
his death. He was usually attacked not for anything specific, but for pur- 
suing power and prestige when he should have withdrawn from service. 

My great-grandfather did not let his concern over his country’s state 
of affairs or his anxiety over whether or not to serve keep him from 
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living fully. He was a vigorous man who knew how to appreciate the 
good things in life. My parents remembered him as an intimidating fig- 
ure and yet one with a laugh “so resonant it could be heard in the street,” 
who enjoyed food, wine, and song, but in moderation, as dictated by 
Confucian rules of behavior. He had a good sense of humor and could 
laugh at himself. He was not demanding in his tastes and could easily 
adjust to whatever circumstances in which he found himself: He was just 
as content eating a humble meal as one full of delicacies, dressing in the 
finest brocades or in rough cotton. Of course, like all traditional schol- 
ars, my great-grandfather loved philosophy and literature, especially 
poetry, which he considered the most refined and accomplished of the 
art forms. Like other scholars, he enjoyed reciting and composing poems 
in the company of friends. On these occasions, wine would flow. His and 
his guests would drink cup after cup, to put themselves in a better mood 
to savor the beauty of the verses. These and other poems he wrote were 
mostly for the enjoyment of himself and his friends or family. 

My great-grandfather also appreciated chess and a good card game, 
mostly for the social aspects. He also loved music and the company of 
female singers, whom he frequently hired to perform for him and his 
friends, or visited in their quarters. In the red-light district, singers 
would ply their clients with food and wine and entertain them with 
songs. But my great-grandfather’s interest in the singers was connected 
to his love of poetry, stnce the songs were poems chanted to the accom- 
paniment of musical instruments. He himself wrote several compositions 
for the singers, some of which he dedicated to those whose talent he 
appreciated the most, or those with whom he had carried on short 
liaisons. 

My great-grandfather would marry four more times after the death of 
his first wife. Polygamy was then legal. It was considered natural for a 
man of his stature to take several consorts. The more he married the more 
it demonstrated his power and influence, and the magnetism of his 
achievements. His additional wives were widows or women without 
good marriage prospects. They became his secondary wives because they 
had no hope of doing better, or because they believed that being the sec- 
ondary wife of a great man was better than being the chief wife of a man 
without a future. Between them, they produced twenty-five more chil- 
dren, giving him a total of thirty sons and daughters. (My great-grand- 
father was not the only man in the clan to take several wives. So many 
of my male relatives married so many women who produced so many 
children that, as their descendants multiplied, 1 would end up with per- 


haps one of the most complicated family networks in the world, with 
ties as tangled as a century-old vine. It is so complicated that my 
American husband, who holds a Ph.D. in political science, finds it 
impossible to unravel.) 

The four wives were unhappy over his affairs with the singers, but 
were too afraid of him to complain vociferously. In general, they accept- 
ed these liaisons as part of their marriage to someone of his stature, and 
as a man’s natural right. Duong Lam was kind to them, took good care 
of them, and gave them the dignity that they deserved. In the eyes of 
society at the time, this placed him beyond reproach. Toward his chil- 
dren, my great-grandfather was a loving but stern father, always insist- 
ing on correct conduct, although he was known to indulge them when 
they were small. In this, he followed the Confucian injunction that a 
mandarin should first learn to maintain strict discipline and order with- 
in his household before he could hope to master the art of ruling a coun- 
try and an empire. In his strict adherence to Confucian ethics, especial- 
ly those that governed the relationship between subject and emperor, 
and between a son and his parents, Duong Lam was also typical of his 
generation. Toward the throne, Duong Lam was loyal to a fault, ques- 
tioning but never actively opposing its decisions, even when the Nguyen 
Dynasty was paralyzed by impotence in its twilight years. In his rela- 
tionship with his parents, he never deviated from the dictates of filial 
duties, even at the expense of his flourishing career. Yet he would con- 
stantly chide himself for not doing enough to repay his debt to them. 

While he was working in Hue, my great-grandfather received the 
news in February 1898 that his father was gravely ill. Duong Lam 
immediately requested a leave of absence to return home. Because of his 
high rank, the emperor alone had the authority to approve this request. 
But the emperor was ona spring tour, and the request languished at the 
Ministry of Administrative Affairs. The delay distressed my great- 
grandfather. Not being at his father’s bedside was a serious infraction of 
filial piety, so every day Duong Lam felt like he was sitting on fire, but 
he had to suppress his impatience. Then, while he was still waiting for 
permission, his father died. He immediately submitted a new request, 
asking for a three-year leave of absence to observe the mourning period, 
although it would have been acceptable for him to return to work after 
one year. He knew he would risk his career by withdrawing for such a 
long period of time. He was getting on in years, and the court gave him 
no reassurance that it would reappoint him again to another high posi- 
tion when his mourning ended. He took the risk, not only because he 
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believed it was his duty to mourn for three years, but also because he 
was demoralized by France's brazen grab for complete control of the 
country and did not want to stay “engaged.” His father’s death gave him 
an excuse to retreat from government service without his action being 
construed as political. The moment he got home, he prostrated before 
his father’s coffin and begged for forgiveness, although he believed that 
his dereliction of duty was unpardonable and that he would carry his 
guilt with him until he died. 

Withdrawal might have given my great-grandfather moral satisfac- 
tion, but it also burdened him with financial worries. At the time he left 
office, his household had mushroomed to thirty-one dependents. Duong 
Lam’s only income came from rice fields he owned, but it was not 
enough to feed so many people. At the end of his three-year mourning 
period, my great-grandfather reluctantly returned to government service 
and was appointed governor general of the provinces of Binh Dinh and 
Phu Yen in central Vietnam, a significant assignment. He hesitated, not 
wanting to leave his elderly mother behind, but she urged him to accept 
the post. This position marked the highest point in my great- 
grandfather's career. A governor general was, in the mandarin hierarchy, 
equivalent to a cabinet minister. After the lean years of retirement, he 
now enjoyed a life of power and abundance. The French might have 
clipped the wings of the mandarins, but they left them the outward 
trappings of authority. At every meal, my great-grandfather was served 
“delicacies from the mountain and from the sea.” Whenever he appeared 
in public, soldiers riding on elephants provided protection for his ret- 
inue, and his route was cleared of traffic. His arrival was heralded by 
criers and by attendants beating on large and small drums and gongs. 
The common people, forbidden to look at him, had to withdraw 
indoors, close their doors and windows, or draw their shades. It was 
during his tenure here that he married his fifth wife, apparently the dis- 
tant niece of one of the Nguyen emperors. 

But Duong Lam’s life was not all ceremony. Once again, he found 
himself in a sensitive military post, and had to lead expeditions against 
rebels in the mountain areas. For crushing a revolt in 1902, he was 
awarded a gold medal and made a “knight” of the Dragon of Annam 
order, for the second time. In the same year, the emperor also granted 
him the court title of Thai tu thieu bao, or Tutor to the Crown Prince, 
which now made him a mandarin of the highest grade in the realm. My 
great-grandfather would stay at this post for only two years. Again, the 
demands of filial piety, the desire to withdraw from a position in which 
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he felt he was just a puppet of the French, as well as the fear that he 
could be entrapped by the lure of power, made him cut short his career. 
He resigned in 1902 when his mother died. He would return briefly to 
public life in 1907 to write manuals for the teaching of Chinese classics. 
Although this was a position far below those he had held, he assumed 
it with enthusiasm because it gave him a chance to help preserve the old 
learning that he revered. But in 1910, the French decreed that only one 
more round of imperial exams would be allowed, after which they 
would be abolished, and eliminated my great-grandfather’s position. He 
retired in that year at age sixty. Asa last gesture toward my great-grand- 
father in his twilight years, the court made him a Great Chancellor, giv- 
ing him one of the highest honorific titles in the realm. 

Duong Lam was now a man whose time had come and gone. Yet he 
continued to cling to the past. Like many other scholars of his genera- 
tion, he could not accept Western civilization, believing that tradition- 
al Vietnamese learning and culture were superior. He refused to learn 
French and dismissed modern Vietnamese script as crude, a tool of for- 
eigners to subvert the country. (On this point Duong Lam was right, 
because this writing system, using the Roman alphabet, had been 
invented by a French missionary to help spread Catholicism among the 
masses.) My great-grandfather could not see that the traditional learning 
he so loved had become an intellectual straightjacket, discouraging inde- 
pendent and progressive thinking with its insistence on repeating the 
thoughts of Confucius and his disciples. 

My great-grandfather returned to his native village upon his retire- 
ment and took up residence in the house he had built in Van Dinh, 
which included an ancestral temple—a privilege granted only to man- 
darins of high rank. The residence also included separate living quarters 
and gardens for each of his four wives. The second wife, the most senior 
after the death of the first, had the nicest house and the best landscaped 
garden. The third, fourth, and fifth wife each had a smaller house that 
consisted of one room used both for dining and entertaining visitors, a 
bedroom, and a simple kitchen with an earthen floor toward the back, 
where meals were cooked over a fire fed with wood or straw. Each of 
Duong Lam’s wives had at least two maids, one to do housework and 
the other to shop and prepare meals. The ancestral temple and houses 
were built with bricks and wood, in the traditional Chinese style of 
architecture. The residence was austere but stood out nonetheless among 
the more modest dwellings of the villagers, most of which were 


thatched huts. Duong Lam’s residence and the one built by his older 


26 == a burial in the might 


brother right next to it occupied a large area, which came to be called 
“Governors’ Hamlet” by the people. 

A large gate, topped with a drum tower, opened onto a paved court- 
yard. The ancestral temple, the most imposing building in Duong Lam’s 
residence, spread along one side of the yard, flanked by two old camel- 
lias, and looked out on an inscribed brick-and-mortar screen that shield- 
ed it from evil spirits, and porcelain pots bearing azaleas arrayed on 
stands. The structure and decorations were intended to inspire reverence 
for the departed forebears. The temple’s five compartments were sepa- 
rated by large columns of ironwood bearing plaques with gilded inscrip- 
tions and paved with porcelain tiles that felt cool to the feet. Each com- 
partment was richly decorated with red-lacquered furniture enhanced 
with gilded carved designs. Halls adorned with the eight ancient 
weapons, flags, parasols, fans, screens, and tall vases led to the inner 
sanctum where the altar, an elaborately carved, red-lacquered and gild- 
ed table, sat behind a bronze urn and candelabras in the shape of cranes. 
It bore the ancestral tablets and other ritual objects. A door led to my 
great-grandfather's private quarters, which looked out on an inner court- 
yard. 

My great-grandfather now began to lead the life of a retired scholar, 
not entirely that of a hermit, but certainly removed from the excitement 
of his past positions. He spent his days reading books from his library 
collection, writing poems, and entertaining a stream of visitors who 
came to chat, listen to him discourse on the classics, appreciate his 
poems, seek advice, play a game of cards, or simply pay their respects. 
As the most eminent man in the area, he was beseeched by the sur- 
rounding villages to preside over ceremonies and rituals. According to 
my family, the peasants had so much faith in his power that they even 
sought him out on one occasion to help drive a ghost away. 

Like other Confucian scholars, my great-grandfather loved rituals, 
because rituals helped maintain harmony between mankind and the uni- 
verse, because they linked the living to their ancestors, and also because 
they were part of the culture that he was trying hard to preserve. For 
him, the most important one each year was the commemoration of his 
father’s death. The ceremony would begin at dawn when servants lit 
torches in the courtyard, put the food offerings in the temple, and sound- 
ed the drums and bells. As a band struck up ritual music, the worshipers 
would take turns kneeling and bowing in front of the altar. After the 
ceremony, a banquet would be served. My great-grandfather would not 
take part in the feasting, and would wait for relatives and guests to leave 
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before retreating into his private quarters to eat a simple meal by him- 
self, because on such an occasion, he, as a loyal son, was not supposed to 
be merry. 

In their retirement, scholars like Duong Lam usually became teachers 
to pass on their learning. So my great-grandfather would give lessons to 
students in the local area who were preparing for the last round of impe- 
rial exams. He would also teach his youngest daughters still living at 
home. This was highly unusual, since families tended to neglect their 
daughters’ education, preferring to focus resources on that of their sons. 

- The lesson was the highlight of the day for his daughters. They would 
put on their finest clothes, which they kept as wrinkle-free as possible 
under their sleeping mats. Then they would troop to the ancestral tem- 
ple to see their father. First they would serve him tea as part of his 
morning ritual, and then they would listen to his lessons. Under his 
tutelage, two of my great-aunts would become fine poets. 

Although he had four living wives, my great-grandfather preferred to 
stay in his own private suite of rooms. He usually ate by himself, because 
by custom his secondary wives were not allowed to sit and eat with him 
as long as his eldest son—my grandfather—was alive. As the most 
senior male descendant from Duong Lam’s first or principal spouse, my 
grandfather outranked Duong Lam’s secondary wives in the family hier- 
archy in everything, so it would have been presumptuous for these 
women to take his rightful place at the dining table, even when he was 
not home. Though their inferior position was completely traditional, 
the secondary wives still resented it all their lives, long after such dis- 
tinctions had become meaningless. When I interviewed Duong Lam’s 
surviving daughter from his third wife in Montreal in 1993, I noticed 
that, although she was now in her nineties and respected as the matri- 
arch of the clan, she still felt sensitive about the status of her mother and 
her siblings within the family. 

Duong Lam’s secondary wives and their children ate in their own 
houses, except in the late afternoon, when they dined together in a room 
specially set aside for this communal meal, which usually consisted of 
basic dishes made with fish, tofu, vegetables, clams, and shrimp. With 
over seventy people to feed, delicacies were not affordable, and meat 
was rarely served. At dinnertime, a servant would go down to the river- 
bank and sound the gong to summon everyone. Children and adults 
would hurry from wherever they were, afraid that if they showed up 
late, all the better food would be eaten by those who were more punc- 
tual. A better meal would be served to my great-grandfather, who ate 
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alone, with his eldest son when he was visiting, with his guests, or 
sometimes with some of his smallest children whom he wanted to spoil. 

In a poem he wrote to describe his life in retirement, my great-grand- 
father poked fun at its simplicity: an unchanging diet of rice and beans 
for breakfast, and fish and vegetables for lunch and dinner; a bamboo cot 
for a bed in the summer, set near the river to catch the cooling breeze; a 
tattered fur coat to ward off the chill in the winter; an occasional glass 
of wine; a bumpy cart for transportation; and a wooden cane for support 
when leading village processions on foot. Although his poem was exag- 
gerated for effect, he wrote it not to complain, but to point out the dig- 
nity of rustic living and to express his pride at the austerity of his exis- 
tence, which impressed people who used to know him in the days when 
he had so much more. 

Outwardly my great-grandfather might have seemed content to live 
quietly in retirement. But deep down he still felt despondent over the 
French domination, the more so because he thought he and his peers had 
failed to find a solution for their nation’s predicament. Taking stock of 
his life, he admitted that he had many questions but no answers. 
Looking at the generation waiting in the wings, however, he saw a 
glimmer of hope. He became persuaded by their arguments that the 
young should adopt French education so that they could help modernize 
the country, like the Japanese had done, and give it the required strength 
to expel the colonial masters. My great-grandfather had rejected this 
Western learning earlier, condemning it for reducing traditional culture 
“to ashes,” but now he realized that it could offer a solution. He reluc- 
tantly embraced it. He also felt he had no choice, since the French had 
made traditional education obsolete. 

As my great-grandfather got older, his thoughts began to turn toward 
death and the afterlife. Preparing for one’s death was not considered 
macabre, and the Vietnamese used to buy their coffins in advance and 
even display them in their houses. Since the location of a grave could 
ensure the well-being of his descendants, my great-grandfather began to 
search for a proper site. As a man who believed in the world of spirits, 
he turned for guidance to the god of Tan Vien Mountain. This deity 
rarely descended from his holy place to talk to mortals but, out of con- 
sideration for my great-grandfather’s position as a mandarin of the high- 
est grade in the realm, the god responded on this occasion as he had 
before when Duong Lam prayed to him. He dictated a poem telling my 
great-grandfather to place his grave in the largest knoll among the sixty- 
four mounds that dotted Tao Khe, the village next to Van Dinh. As 
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instructed, my great-grandfather visited Tao Khe and began to build a 
tomb there to reflect his vision of an ideal resting place, within a repli- 
ca of the world—complete with a mountain in miniature, trees, shrubs, 
flowers, and water. 

The tomb included a temple that contained statues of my great-grand- 
father, his first wife, the spirit of Tan Vien Mountain, and the mysteri- 
ous monk in my family’s legend. The temple was decorated with a drum 
and a stone gong, with statues of kneeling attendants, and with Duong 
Lam’s writings inscribed into two wooden scrolls that were gilded and 
lacquered in red. The two scrolls expressed my great-grandfather’s view 
of life and death. On one, he wrote that the human body trapped man 
in a web of desires from which only death could set him free. On the 
other, he wrote that, in death, man could finally leave all worldly 
belongings behind and go free. A small shrine was erected in front of the 
temple to house a tablet bearing my great-grandfather’s philosophical 
reflections on life. A series of steps led down to a lower platform where 
Duong Lam’s grave would be located, flanked by carved dragons and ele- 
phants. More steps led down to a half-moon pool surrounded with a 
low wall and decorated with carved unicorns and the miniature replica 
of a mountain. To complete the effect, my great-grandfather had pine 
trees and shrubs planted around the site. 

Duong Lam fell gravely ill with cancer in 1920. He expressed his suf- 
fering in a poem, which read in part: 


I have been longing for death for a long time. 

What is the use of living, when I only cause so much 
Pain and trouble for my children. 

My body is still here, but my spirit is already gone. 

My skin hangs on my bones, and my flesh is weary. 

I will lie buried three meters deep in the ground forever 


Leaving behind my burnished loyalty. 


Neither traditional herb doctors nor a French physician could halt 
the disease, and the end finally came on October 17, 1920. On that day, 
Duong Lam told his children and grandchildren gathered around his bed 
that he would leave them at five o'clock that afternoon. When the hour 
of death approached, they fell weeping to their knees, and bowed with 
their foreheads on the ground to pay their last respects. A poet to the 
very end, Duong Lam told them to stop crying and listen to his admoni- 
tion: 
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Even if your tears flow profusely like a river 
You cannot keep my spirit from flying away. 


At exactly five o'clock, Duong Lam looked around at his children and 
grandchildren and said: 


Throughout my life, 
You have been unfailing in your filial duties. 
Now I can leave without any regrets. 


Then he clasped his hands together in a gesture of farewell and 
breathed his last. 

The news was cabled to the court in Hue by the French résident 
supérieur of Tonkin, who requested that Emperor Khai Dinh grant my 
great-grandfather a posthumous noble title. The emperor signed a decree 
naming him “Baron of Khanh Van,” a nonhereditary title. Sealed in a 
small casket, the decree was carried to Van Dinh by a royal delegation 
consisting of the Minister of Rites and six other high officials. Duong 
Lam’s funeral was delayed for two weeks to wait for their arrival, and 
his coffin was placed in the ancestral temple. After a commemorative 
service with an elaborate procession, Duong Lam’s body was carried to 
Tao Khe and laid to rest in the tomb he had carefully designed. After his 
death, this village began to worship my great-grandfather as its guardian 
spirit. 

5 In building his tomb, my great-grandfather had truly believed that it 
would serve as his undisturbed resting place for a long time: The words 
“Here I will lie for ten thousand years” were inscribed on the entrance. 
While the tomb has survived, Duong Lam would scarcely recognize it 
today. When I first visited his tomb in October 1993, I discovered how 
close it had come to being obliterated by the Communist revolution that 
had swept through north Vietnam. There was no trace left of the tem- 
ple, which had been demolished when revolutionary zeal reached its 
peak, and most of the stone carvings and statues had disappeared. A rob- 
ber had dug a hole in the grave. Weeds were everywhere, sprouting 
even between the bricks covering the grave. The land around the tomb 
had been turned into rice fields, and the pine trees and other plantings 
were gone. What was left of the tomb was in a state of disrepair. For 
decades, Duong Lam's remaining descendants had been too afraid to 
come and take care of it. The Communist Party had classified them as 
the offspring of landlords and feudalists, “class enemies” of the local 
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peasants. One nephew who did show up in the village for a visit was 
chased away by angry peasants. Fortunately, the peasants continued to 
believe that my great-grandfather, the former guardian spirit of their vil- 
lage, would punish them if they desecrated his resting place, so they did 
not dare to raze his tomb or dig up his remains. 

By the time I visited Tao Khe, Vietnam had embarked on a policy of 
political, economic, and social reforms—a local version of perestroika— 
and things had changed in the village. Two cousins, Phi and Thai, had 
secured permission from the authorities to undertake the much-needed 
repairs at the tomb. In a complete reversal, instead of seeing Duong 
Lam’s resting place as an undesirable remnant of the feudalist period, the 
village authorities now viewed it as an asset. With the shift in the vil- 
lagers’ attitude, Phi and Thai had no trouble finding workers to repair 
the tomb. Proving how well traditional beliefs had managed to survive 
even after four decades of communist rule, the workers told my cousins 
that they had agreed to work for pay, but they also hoped that my great- 
grandfather's spirit would bring them good fortune. The day | arrived, 
the repair was in full swing. After my cousins and I finished inspecting 
what had been done, we took a rubbing of the stone tablets that the 
workers had washed to remove the accumulated grime and dirt. We 
looked at the inscribed characters but could decipher only a few simple 
ones. Just as Duong Lam had feared, we had abandoned the old learning, 
and could no longer read what he had wanted to pass on to his descen- 
dants. 

My great-grandfather left a legacy of pride among his descendants. 
Partly because the cult of ancestors forbids making unflattering remarks 
about one's forebears, and partly because they were still cowed by his 
status as a mandarin of the first rank in the empire, my relatives viewed 
any criticism of Duong Lam as sacrilegious. For decades, they basked in 
the reputation he left behind. Many were insufferable snobs even though 
they had no accomplishments of their own. The passage of time, several 
wars, and the communist revolution put an end to this delusion of 
grandeur. Today, relatives of my generation share a sense of pride in our 
ancestors, but among the generation that comes after us, no one really 
cares about Duong Lam or what he accomplished. To them, his time is 
ancient history. 

In Van Dinh and the neighboring area, people are still aware that 
Duong Lam was a “big mandarin,” but he is no longer worshiped as the 
guardian spirit of Tao Khe where he is buried. A few old-timers in Van 
Dinh still remember stories of Duong Lam they heard from their own 
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parents. I ran into these old men and women when I visited my ancestral 
village in 1993. They remembered Duong Lam as a mandarin with dao 
duc, virtue and integrity, whose power protected the villagers and made 
them respected wherever they went. 

As a mandarin, then, my great-grandfather left a good reputation. As 
a scholar, his writings, mostly in classical Chinese rather than in the 
more accessible Vietnamese characters, were well known to his con- 
temporaries, but are no longer familiar to today’s audience. As a poet, 
Duong Lam was admired, but was not as popular as his older brother 
Duong Khue. For the most part, Duong Lam’s poetry was considered 
“serious” and too lofty for the public taste. Modern critics generally 
praise his poems as elegant and full of noble sentiments, but feel they 
lack the freshness, lyrical flow, and beauty of his brother’s compositions. 
Marxist critics, who tend to be much harsher toward “feudalist” writ- 
ers, criticize him for his failure to oppose the French openly, but con- 
cede that his poetry reflects the “spirit of the people” and a sense of 
patriotism. 

Duong Khue had a life that illustrated the vagaries of serving as a 
mandarin and the importance of poetry in his culture. The low point of 
his career came when he was dismissed by the court and almost behead- 
ed for taking two bars of silver from his provincial treasury to loan to an 
old friend, a poor scholar. The Council of Ministers recommended 
imprisonment followed by decapitation, but Emperor Tu Duc, who 
remembered Duong Khue, granted a pardon. Still, he dismissed Duong 
Khue from office, stripped him of all his titles, and sent him to an unin- 
habited region where he was put in charge of clearing land for cultiva- 
tion. From a comfortable life, Duong Khue suddenly found himself 
transported into an isolated area, without basic amenities. 

For a scholar who lived and breathed poetry, it was perhaps fitting 
that a poem eventually saved his career. Years after his disgrace, Duong 
Khue composed one of his most famous songs, in which he reflected on 
the capriciousness of life. It included a line in which he expressed his 
gratitude to the emperor for his clemency: “Though my crime was seri- 
ous, the emperor showed his mercy.” The lyrical song became extreme- 
ly popular and eventually reached the court, where it was performed one 
day for the emperor himself. Moved by Duong Khue’s gratitude, loyal- 
ty, and lack of bitterness for his punishment, Tu Duc recalled him to 
court in 1879. Duong Khue did not stay for long and subsequently 
resigned, discouraged as was his brother by the court’s ineptitude in 
dealing with French aggression. He used his mother’s illness as an excuse 
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for resigning, to avoid being branded as an opponent of royal policy. The 
rest of my great-granduncle’s career would be marked by summonses to 
service, resignations, followed by more summonses. But honors and pro- 
motions, even to the rank of cabinet minister, could not keep him in the 
government. In 1894 he retired for good, claiming ill health. He died 
eight years later, in 1902. 

Duong Khue’s career was perhaps less impressive than that of his 
younger brother, but he achieved greater literary fame. Many of his 
poems are well known even today. Readers can still relate to the emo- 
tions he described, and respond to his carefree spirit, his subtle and self- 
deprecating sense of humor, and his philosophy, which says that life is 
fleeting, everything is an illusion, and all efforts are futile. One should 
abandon oneself to the joy of living, for tomorrow everything will dis- 
solve into nothing. True to this philosophy, Duong Khue sought escape 
in the company of female singers, whom he frequently visited. Yet his 
hedonistic quests were simply efforts to escape his own predicament of 
having to serve a court dominated by a foreign power. 

After the death of Duong Lam and Duong Khue, the political, social, 
and cultural changes that had started during their lifetime began to gath- 
er speed and to eventually transform Vietnam in ways even greater than 
they had feared. Traditional scholars like them who had been hailed at 
the beginning of the French conquest as protectors of the country’s tra- 
ditions and culture would be ridiculed decades later as hidebound old 
fogies by younger Vietnamese anxious to modernize their country. And 
the very same traditions and customs that Duong Lam and Duong Khue 
wanted to preserve would be attacked as backward practices that 
should be thrown out the window. 
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DO 


Shut Gate and Hish Walls 


Duong Tu Phan, my grandfather, 
was unhappy most of his life, 
dogged by a feeling that he never 
received the rewards that someone 
of his caliber deserved. He wanted 
to be a mandarin in the grand old 
tradition, but the colonial regime 
forced him to play a quite different 
role. He wanted to follow in Duong 
Lam's footsteps, but never achieved 
fame as a poet, nor had the opportu- 
nity to make the same kind of mark 
his father had. A dour man by 
nature, he became more taciturn as 
disappointment followed upon dis- 
appointment. While he controlled 
his family with a firm hand, he often 
felt powerless in the current of 
change that was slowly but surely 
transforming his country and society. 
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By this time, the French control of Vietnam had brought some bene- 
fits. Peasants were not revolting. Bandits had disappeared. Armed bands 
of rebels had been subdued. Indeed, with their superior firepower and 
their colonial army bulging with native recruits, the French were able 
to keep things so calm that they boasted of having brought la paix 
francaise, or “French peace,” to Vietnam. It was an uneasy peace, but it 
was peace nevertheless. With the colonialists here to stay, the 
Vietnamese turned their thoughts from resisting to adapting to the new 
situation and improving their own personal lot. My grandfather, like- 
wise, resigned himself to living and working in the long shadow cast by 
these foreigners. 

Phan was born in July 1874, a year after the first French attack on 
Hanoi, and grew up during their final conquest and pacification of 
Tonkin. As a testimony to the Vietnamese single-minded devotion to 
education, his focus on his studies never wavered, in spite of the unset- 
tled conditions of the time. As the oldest son of my great-grandfather’s 
first wife, he carried the main hope of the family. He began well, pass- 
ing the master’s degree in 1897, when he was twenty-three years old. 
But then things began to go wrong. In the old days, he would have 
obtained a post in the imperial bureaucracy right away, but no appoint- 
ment came through. While waiting for a government post, he was nom- 
inated to attend a newly established school that would teach him how 
to read and write the modern script. But, sharing his father’s disdain for 
this system of writing, he did not bother to enroll. He was also select- 
ed to attend a special school set up by the French to train mandarins 
with more relevant skills, such as knowledge of French and the new 
administrative structure, regulations, and procedures. However, like his 
father, Phan believed that French was not worth learning, and that the 
French had nothing to teach Vietnamese scholars about how to govern. 
These decisions were mistakes that would eventually blight his career. 

Instead, my grandfather went on to study the Chinese classics, in the 
hope of earning the doctorate degree. Although the old learning had 
become less and less relevant, he and other scholars of his generation 
clung to their dreams of achieving success through the imperial exams. 
In 1901, he was finally given a government post as education magistrate 
in Nam Dinh Province, but three days after his appointment, Phan 
requested a leave of absence to take the doctorate exam in Hue. It was 
granted, because the right of education magistrates to take time off for 
exams was still honored. According to my family, Phan turned in a stel- 
lar performance that should have earned him not just the doctorate but 
the second highest honor as well. One of his essays was so brilliant that 
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the examiners read and reread it to savor his eloquent arguments and 
wonderful style. But in the course of doing this, they noticed a minor 
infraction that disqualified him. He returned to his post unhappy. This 
failure foreshadowed others that were to come. 

A few months after returning to his post, Phan asked for a promotion. 
He wanted to become a district chief with the power that an education 
official did not have. Not only that, but he did not want a district in a 
poor, sparsely populated, pestilential mountain region. He wanted to 
stay in Nam Dinh, a large and important province, so he could spread 
his wings and show what he could do. Usually mandarins had to remain 
in a post for at least two years before getting a promotion. Phan’s audac- 
ity in demanding a promotion before his time, and particularly in speci- 
fying a post in the desirable lowland, irritated the French. Nevertheless 
they initially granted his wish. In 1903, after having spent the required 
two years as education magistrate of My Loc, Phan was promoted 
administrator of the same district. Phan thought he was at the threshold 
of a brilliant career. 

Instead, he languished. While other magistrates were promoted every 
two years, Phan remained in the rank of district magistrate for eighteen 
years. He saw men with less seniority, and sometimes without the 
required education, get promoted and even surpass him in rank. These 
men had nimbly adjusted to the time, learning to speak French and to 
get along well with their colonial superiors. Phan had bothered to do 
neither. The language gap naturally led to communication problems, but 
this was only part of the reason why the French never warmed to him. 
Unable to understand these foreigners and their culture, Phan always 
felt awkward with them, and this showed. The French résidents found 
him too formal, too rigid, and too uncommunicative and were predis- 
posed to think badly of him and what he did. 

Although their perception of Phan was colored by cultural differ- 
ences, I can understand it when I look at the few pictures I have of my 
grandfather. In them, he appears stern, dry, and humorless. With high 
cheekbones, square jaw, mustache, and short goatee, he looks deter- 
mined if not stubborn. His eyes are kind but tired, as if halfway through 
his life he was already fatigued. Whereas his father Duong Lam was an 
extrovert, with a zest for everything he did, Phan’s personality was the 
opposite. His disappointments took the wind out of Phan’s sail early, 
and he ended up moving through life in a rather detached and perfunc- 
tory way. The only thing he felt passionate about was his family, or 
more precisely his father and his sons. 

The French province résidents who had so much power over mandarins 
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like my grandfather existed only in the protectorates of Annam and 
Tonkin and not in the colony of Cochinchina. A résident held all admin- 
istrative, legal, and political power within a province. The Vietnamese 
mandarins under his supervision served at his command and reported to 
him. These résidents came and went, rotating in and out at the end of 
their term of office, so during Phan’s career he dealt with more than half 
a dozen. He got along with some better than others. The résidents were 
not all hardened colonialists, and a few were quite sympathetic to the 
Vietnamese. Some were genuinely interested in the welfare of the peo- 
ple and tried to rein in the corrupt mandarins under their supervision. 
But in general, résidents were in Vietnam to enforce colonial policies and 
to produce the results expected by the colonial regime. Even those with 
good intentions could not escape the system of which they were part. 

My grandfather's dealings with some of his Vietnamese superiors 
were not much better than his relationships with the French. Proud of 
his learning and his lineage, he tended to look down on officials above 
him whom he believed were not as well educated and as well bred as he 
was. He never bothered to hide his contempt, and of course this attitude 
did nothing to help his career. He particularly despised a new breed of 
people who were emerging to displace traditional scholar-officials like 
himself. These were the French-speaking interpreters and clerks that the 
colonial administration had recruited to staff its bureaucracy. Usually, 
they were men with little or no education. Their only qualification was 
that they could speak French and knew how to ingratiate themselves. 
As the middlemen between the Vietnamese and the new French mas- 
ters, these interpreters and clerks gained an influence that was totally 
out of proportion to their status. Many extorted bribes. Others used 
their knowledge of French laws and bureaucracy to acquire land at the 
expense of the peasants and to enrich themselves. A number eventually 
rose in rank and became important officials. Their arrogance did not sit 
well with the local people, who called them “houseboys” of the French 
behind their backs. 

Not knowing the modern script was a problem for my grandfather. As 
fewer and fewer people learned Chinese characters, documents had to 
be written in Vietnamese, which would then be translated into French 
or, in Phan’s case, transcribed into Chinese characters when they arrived 
at his office. To make up for his handicap, Phan had to hire a clerk who 
could translate the documents for him. During his career, whoever occu- 
pied that position became an indispensable member of my grandfather's 
staff. At one point in his early years as a mandarin, his assistant started 
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to extort bribes from constituents who came to the office on business. In 
exchange for an illegal “fee,” he would let the villagers in to see Phan, 
or he would make sure my grandfather saw and signed their documents. 
This kind of petty corruption was not uncommon, as underpaid clerks 
often resorted to it to survive. Indeed, bribery has survived under all 
sorts of regimes in modern Vietnam. But when this assistant became too 
aggressive, people started to lodge complaints against him, which 
reflected poorly on my grandfather. Unable to function without the 
clerk’s service, Phan simply refused to believe any of the accusations. 

As an enforcer of policies—many of which were unpopular—it was 
easy for a mandarin to attract resentment. While French officials were 
far away, and were rarely seen by the people, a mandarin was more vis- 
ible. Besides, as judge and chief of police in his territory—arresting, try- 
ing, fining, and jailing people—a mandarin inevitably made enemies. 
Most of those he alienated never acted on their grudges, but some would 
look for ways to harm him, such as banding with more powerful and 
sophisticated enemies. My grandfather, no exception to this rule, was 
denounced for abuses of power in a number of letters sent to the French 
résident and résident supérieur in Hanoi. The letters were suspicious and 
probably fabricated, but nonetheless the Vietnamese province governor 
recommended my grandfather’s transfer. In 1909, Phan was moved to 
Phu Tho District, Son Tay Province. 

This province, located on the edge of the Red River Delta, controlled 
access to this large plain from the mountains to the west. From here, the 
ground rose gradually into the plateau region of Tonkin. Still nurturing 
the hope of making his mark in life, my grandfather did well in his new 
post and was recommended for a promotion. But the proposal was 
shelved in Hanoi. Later, my grandfather was transferred to Dong Quan 
District in Thai Binh, the same province that his own father had saved 
from inundation years before. Here he at first won praise from the rési- 
dent, who called him “an excellent mandarin.” But no promotion would 
come through then nor for the next eleven years. Phan ended up spend- 
ing the longest stretch of his career in this district, and most of the major 
events of his life took place while he was here. 

With his career and ambition blocked, my grandfather focused his 
full attention on his family. Outside his gates, those who sought to mod- 
ernize the country were encouraging people to adopt Western education 
and customs. They attacked traditional learning and conservative values. 
But inside his household, Phan could stop the clock. He insisted on 
everyone staying in his or her place, and behaving as they had in his 
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father’s time. His anger was quick, and so was his punishment. Family 
members were afraid to disobey or even displease him. If a son did some- 
thing that made Phan angry, he would banish him from his presence. 
Then, my grandmother would have to wait until he was in a good mood 
to cajole him into forgiving the guilty child. If he was pardoned, the son 
would put on a formal blue brocade robe, prostrate himself, and knock 
his head on the floor several times to beg for mercy. 

My grandfather was especially demanding toward my grandmother. 
In the Confucian order, he was her lord and master, and he expected her 
to sacrifice her needs to his, and those of the family. He had married her 
when he was fifteen and she was only twelve years old. At that mal- 
leable age, Tran Tue Nam was easily molded to her husband’s will. Her 
only mission in life, in his traditional view, was to take care of him, 
bring up the children well, and manage the household well. She accept- 
ed her duties with dignity and performed them to perfection. I suspect 
my grandmother had special qualities that enabled her to tolerate my 
grandfather's demands. Her portrait shows an attractive, noble, and kind 
face, not quite oval and not quite round, a high and large forehead, eyes 
that are large and direct, a small and well-shaped nose, and full lips. She 
appears to be an intelligent and aristocratic lady with a modest but self- 
assured presence. 

She was the youngest daughter of viceroy Tran Luu Hue, who had 
brought her up in the strict Confucian manner. She knew all about the 
“three submissions,” the code of conduct that kept a woman subservient 
to the most important men in her life: her father, husband, and oldest 
son. Perhaps no other doctrine in the world was as successful as 
Confucianism in convincing women that self-abnegation should be their 
highest aspiration. To my grandmother, it was perfectly natural to obey 
all my grandfather’s wishes--good or bad, reasonable or unreasonable. 
She paid no attention to her own needs and tried to please my grandfa- 
ther in every way—even if this meant having to be civil and generous 
with Ba Tre, my grandfather’s second wife and favorite. She was 
younger and prettier, with a lovely white complexion, prized over the 
honey skin tone that most Vietnamese had. My grandfather was so taken 
with her that he spent most of his time in her company, and neglected 
my grandmother. Yet when Ba Tre fell ill after the birth of her baby, my 
grandmother—to please Phan —personally took care of her. Despite 
special care, the beloved second wife died a few months later. Knowing 
what a grievous loss this had been for my grandfather, my grandmother 
bought him another wife as a gift. 
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My grandfather was not only strict, but also difficult to please. Life 
with him was not easy for my grandmother and for my father and his sib- 
lings. Each morning, the first thing my grandmother had to do was to 
prepare his tea. After servants brought in the special tea set, my grand- 
mother would brew each cup to perfection, neither too weak nor too 
strong. If the tea was not to his liking, Phan would get angry, and every- 
one in the room would quake like a leaf with fear. In the afternoon, 
another round of tea would be served after Phan’s siesta. Since he usual- 
ly awoke in a bad mood, everyone around him learned to expect a 
tongue-lashing at these times. 

Whenever my grandmother was not home, one of my aunts would 
have to take her place for the tea ritual. It was a task none of my aunts 
was anxious to perform. So, whenever they could, they would ask one 
of their sisters-in-law to fill in for them. Surprisingly, although parents 
in those days often terrorized their children-in-law, my grandparents did 
not fit this mold, and always treated their daughters-in-law kindly. My 
mother still marvels at how gentle they were with her. 

Everyone had to show respect to my grandfather at all times, since he 
was the great patriarch. If he was sitting, everyone in the room would 
have to stand respectfully in attendance. If my grandfather allowed a son 
to sit down in his presence, the son would have to sit to the side and 
not directly in front of him (a daughter would simply never be allowed 
to sit). This constant show of respect made every interaction formal, 
almost staged. My grandfather never relaxed with his children, not even 
at lunch and dinner, because these meals were just another ritual to per- 
form, down to the half-bottle of French wine that had to be served in a 
special glass reserved only for him. While he ate with my grandmother, 
daughters and daughters-in-law would stand respectfully in attendance. 
In summer, a servant would pull on a rope to move a large woven flap 
back and forth—called a pukka fan—to relieve the heat. Sometimes, one 
of the children would use a feather fan to cool them down. 

Once in a while, my grandfather would summon one of his children 
to share his meals. The one who had the honor would dread it. 
Whenever my father was called, he would eat whatever he was told to 
eat, even dishes that he hated. Nor was he allowed to speak unless spo- 
ken to. My grandfather enjoyed making his children talk, however, and 
so on these occasions he would ask my father questions. Being articulate, 
my father usually managed to please my grandfather with his verbal skill 
and clever answers. But some of his siblings, who were less adept, 
would get tongue-tied out of fear. Then my grandfather would scold 
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them for letting “words get stuck in their throats.” At other times, Phan 
would test his sons’ quickness of mind by making up verses and asking 
them to respond on the spot with improvised verses of their own. Phan, 
of course, never tested his daughters this way, because women were not 
required to go out into the world and survive on their wits. 

As in any traditional family, sons were the center of my grandfather's 
life. Their education and, with it, the dream of success, remained the 
lodestar. When his sons were small, my grandfather personally taught 
them at home, as he himself had been taught. Although the colonial 
authorities had begun offering free classes in French, even paying a 
monthly stipend to each student who enrolled, tradition-minded parents 
still refused to send their sons. They were adamant that the French 
classes would prepare them only to become lowly interpreters and 
clerks, and nothing more, while traditional education would fill their 
minds with real learning and prepare them to be mandarins. My father 
began to study classical Chinese at the age of five. Every day, my grand- 
father would give lessons to my father and his brothers before going to 
his office, once in the early morning and again in the afternoon after his 
siesta. Phan taught them how to read and write using the traditional 
primer. After Phan left for his office, my father and uncles would have 
to continue studying on their own. They were not allowed to go out and 
play until they had mastered their lessons. The next day, Phan would 
interrogate them. If they could not recite their lessons by heart—either 
because they had failed to memorize them or because they were so scared 
in his presence that they forgot what they had learned—Phan would hit 
them with a rattan switch. 

Later, my grandfather hired a tutor. School lasted all year, except for 
the last week or so in the calendar, when the tutor went home to cele- 
brate Tet with his family. There were no weekends, holidays, or vaca- 
tions. Watching the tutor packing his bags to go home was the happi- 
est sight during the year for my father and his brothers. The French put 
an end to this classical tradition. Knowing that only a drastic step 
would force the Vietnamese to assimilate French culture, the colonial 
authorities announced in 1910 that they would allow one last regional 
exam in 1915 for the master’s degree, and one last metropolitan exam in 
Hue in 1919 for the doctorate degree. My great-grandfather and grand- 
father were upset, but there was nothing they could do to turn the tide. 
My grandfather now had to take stock of what this development would 
mean for his sons’ future. Of his three oldest sons, only Tuong, the first- 
born, had mastered enough of the Chinese texts to have any hope of 
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passing the exam. The other two, my father and my uncle Trinh, were 
so far behind they did not have the whisper of a chance. So my grand- 
father told Tuong to continue. He also realized that unless his younger 
sons obtained a French education, they would have no future at all. 
My great-grandfather, too, had reached the same conclusion and, fol- 
lowing the old tradition of seeking the best education at the best school 
or under the best teacher, he instructed Phan to send the two boys to 
Hanoi to get the best schooling the French could offer. My father and 
my uncle Trinh, aged twelve and thirteen, were packed off immediate- 
ly. My father accepted the decision without a murmur. I can only guess 
at his fear at having to leave home and attend a foreign school with 
strangers, and his disappointment at having to give up the learning that 
still commanded respect in his family. Indeed, whenever he talked to me 
about his oldest brother Tuong, I sensed envy and awe for my uncle’s 
doctorate degree obtained at the last imperial exam in Hue, feelings 
shared by many people in our clan. Although my father regretted having 
to abandon traditional education, my siblings and I thought the switch 
made him more modern and in tune with the times. Our uncle Tuong, 
who did not have to make the change, seemed to us old-fashioned and 
out of step. Our impression was reinforced by the traditional costume of 
turban, dark tunic, white pants, and slippers that our uncle—playing 
the role of the traditional scholar—would wear throughout his life. 
Tuong was probably relieved that he did not have to start his educa- 
tion anew in his mid-teens. But at first things did not look too bright for 
him. In 1915, he took and passed the last exam for the master’s degree. 
Unlike the old days, however, this degree did not open the door to a 
mandarin career for him. The French now recruited mandarins only from 
the special institute they had set up to train government officials. Tuong 
enrolled in the school, but he could not compete against students who 
had received a modern education and learned French. He failed to qual- 
ify. To a traditional scholar like my grandfather, the only acceptable 
career besides being a mandarin was farming. Commerce was becoming 
more respectable, but to Phan it still seemed unrefined for a gentleman 
to pursue. He rented a few acres of land in Van Dinh, and told Tuong to 
return there and grow rice for a living. My uncle dutifully moved to the 
village with his wife, the daughter of a mandarin. But not knowing a 
spade from a hoe, the two could not make a go of it. The task of manag- 
ing and supervising rice planting fell to the women, but my aunt was 
unprepared for this kind of responsibility. Instead of walking to the rice 
fields to check on the workers, she would hire porters to carry her back 
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and forth. Instead of feeding workers the typical fare of stewed fish to 
go with their rice at noon, she would feed them huge portions of stewed 
pork, a luxury many families could afford only a few times a year. My 
aunt also did not know how to control pilferage, a common problem 
with poor laborers. Kind and generous, she was a failure at farming. So 
rice growing was not a viable career option for my uncle, either. 

My grandfather did not know what to do next with his oldest son. 
Fortunately, in 1919 my uncle Tuong journeyed to Hue for the last doc- 
torate exam and passed. My great-grandfather and grandfather were mad 
with joy. They held a huge celebration in Van Dinh for Tuong when he 
triumphantly returned to the village in a traditional tien si procession, the 
last that Van Dinh was to see. The ceremony was also for my great- 
grandfather, who was marking his seventieth birthday. It lasted for sev- 
eral days. According to custom, every villager had to be invited and fed 
well. Families sometimes would go into debt or sell a part of their land 
just to finance these elaborate feasts, lest they lose face. For this occa- 
sion, my family had oxen, pigs, goats, and chickens slaughtered to feed a 
huge crowd each day. For the poorer villagers, who lived on two meals 
of rice and vegetables a day, a banquet like this was a welcome event. As 
they left, each of the guests received a package of sweet sticky rice and 
a portion of meat to take home and prolong their pleasure. 

Earning the doctorate finally opened the door to a career for my uncle, 
as a low-level official in what was left of the royal court. Tuong even- 
tually transferred to Tonkin, and rose to the position of governor gener- 
al of Hai Duong Province. Because a governor general had the same rank 
as a cabinet minister, he became known to me and my siblings as “uncle 
minister.” He had a successful but short career, and retired after the Viet 
Minh revolution in 1945. He was lucky to have squeezed through the 
gate before it was shut in 1919. Although Chinese characters continued 
to be used in official court documents until 1924, older students who 
had invested years in learning the Chinese classics and who could not— 
or chose not to—switch to modern education after 1919 now found 
themselves obsolete. They ended up trying to eke out a living as farm- 
ers, herb doctors, or fortune-tellers in their villages. Even before French 
policy made them marginal, these scholars had no love for the colonial 
regime. They yearned for the old days, clung to Confucian traditions, 
and remained loyal to the king and his court. In Thai Binh Province, an 
enclave of old learning, where Phan served as district magistrate, many 
traditional scholars with similar views supported exiles living across 
the border in China who were plotting to drive the French out by force. 
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Life in the district was comfortable but offered few diversions for my 
grandfather. In the district town, the only readily available form of 
entertainment was card games, which were traditionally a favorite pas- 
time for many families. My grandfather liked to play with small stakes 
to make the games more exciting. His fondness for the cards, however, 
gave some French résidents the impression that he was a “big gambler” 
and probably contributed to their negative assessment of him. 
Whenever he could, he would sit down, cards in hand, in the company 
of senior clerks on his staff, canton chiefs, colleagues from neighboring 
districts, or visitors to the residence. Later, his favorite companions 
were his grown sons, whenever they came home for summer vacation 
from their studies in Hanoi. Once they became adults, Phan’s attitude 
toward them mellowed. He now felt he could relax with them and 
indulge them without fear of spoiling them. Their return provided a 
break from the routine, and my grandfather made their stay an endless 
party of games and feasts. Each night, he would stay up late, until one 
or two o'clock in the morning, playing Chinese chess with one of them. 
At the end of the summer, it was hard for Phan to say goodbye; when- 
ever the subject of his sons’ departure came up, he would get angry. My 
grandmother would have to wait until he was in a good mood to talk 
him into letting them go. Then he would relent, and start worrying 
about how and where he could borrow enough money to send them back 
to Hanoi in time for the start of their school year. 

My grandfather loved literature. Before traditional education was 
abolished, every once in a while he would hold literary seminars for stu- 
dents preparing for the imperial exams. He would critique their essays 
and poems and give small awards of writing paper or packets of tea to 
those he judged the best. When his sons were still living at home, he 
would read to them and discuss his favorite poems or tell them tales 
from classical literature. On the rare occasions when scholar friends 
dropped by to visit, my grandfather would sit and talk with them for 
hours about well-known poets and writers, while my father and his 
brothers stayed in the room to listen. This was how my father learned 
to appreciate classical literature. In his spare time, Phan would compose 
his own poems in the classical form. His most moving compositions were 
those in which he talked about his disappointment in life, yet his poems 
were never mired in despair. They retained a feeling of hope that things 
would get better, at least for his sons. 

Orchestrating his sons’ upbringing and education gave Phan’s life a 
purpose, as did his focus on his father Duong Lam, who was then living 
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in retirement. He took it upon himself to make Duong Lam’s last years 
happy and comfortable and would spare neither money nor time. He 
would invite his father for extended stays in Dong Quan. Duong Lam 
would arrive with a large retinue. During his visit, Phan would orga- 
nize chess or card games every evening to keep his father entertained. He 
would have the cooks prepare a large assortment of dishes for each meal, 
as well as special snacks throughout the day. To enliven things even 
more, my grandfather would hire a dao singers or cheo opera troupes to 
perform. In between visits, Phan would send a servant to Van Dinh at 
least once a month with a gift of fruit that had just come into season, or 
some special products from the local area. Besides these gestures of filial 
piety, my grandfather also shouldered the lion’s share of Duong Lam's 
financial needs, after my great-grandfather retired from office and could 
not support his many wives and children on his pension alone. Phan 
would send a large portion of his salary home each month. Later on, 
when his younger half-brothers needed an education, he would take 
them into his own household and pay for all their expenses. He would 
go into debt to meet his obligations but would never complain to his 
father. 

Family events and rituals helped fill my grandfather's life. Each year, 
he asked for so many leaves to attend weddings, engagements, birthdays, 
anniversaries of ancestors’ deaths, funerals, and memorial ceremonies 
that some of the French résidents thought he was not serious about his 
job. The commemorations of the deaths of our ancestors were the most 
important. After Duong Lam passed away, the responsibility for hold- 
ing these rituals fell to my grandfather. Phan did not go to the same 
lengths as Duong Lam had done when he was alive. There was no 
throng of worshipers, no fancy banquet, just my grandfather and his fam- 
ily paying their respects. At five o'clock in the morning, to the sound of 
music, my grandfather would kneel and bow in prayer in front of the 
altar to start the ceremony. 

In 1913, the “French peace” in Thai Binh was shattered by a bomb 
that killed Nguyen Duy Han, the province governor general. Despite the 
tight surveillance—with nightly patrols by village watchmen and 
provincial troops and frequent inspections by the district magistrates— 
a group of anti-French exiles succeeded in smuggling the weapon from 
China to their accomplices in Thai Binh. The assassination was an iso- 
lated terrorist act and the perpetrators were quickly caught. Although 
it did not spark a popular uprising, the attack, coming on the heels of 
another one in Hanoi early in the same year, sent shock waves among the 
French. In his report to Hanoi, the province résident said he hoped the 
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incident might jolt the mandarins into realizing that their fate had 
become tied to that of the colonial regime, and make them even more 
zealous in working for its survival. At the same time, he worried that it 
might have the reverse effect, making mandarins more afraid to show 
support for the French. 

How the assassination affected my grandfather is difficult to judge. 
His performance appraisals remained as inconsistent as ever—but even 
when they were good, the praise was modest, and the criticism for lack 
of zeal seemed to grow starting in 1913. There could be several reasons 
for Phan’s indifference. Unhappiness over the slow pace of his promo- 
tion and frustration over his lack of any real authority probably had more 
to do with his lassitude than fear of retaliation by radicals. But he may 
have also felt an increasing distaste for colonial policies and a growing 
reluctance to enforce them. 

In the past, the court had trusted mandarins to govern their territories 
firmly and fairly, and gave them discretion within its guidelines. But 
with the French in power, all that changed. My grandfather and his 
Vietnamese superiors could not make any decision, even a minor one, on 
their own. Phan could not even issue a certificate commending a subor- 
dinate for a job well done, or give his staff time off, without approval. 
The French believed in a hands-on style of management. Phan had to 
inform them of everything that went on in his district, no matter how 
trivial. He was required to prepare a monthly report covering over ten 
topics outlined by the French—from the people’s attitude toward the 
government, to the security situation (including every instance of rob- 
bery and burglary), to inspection tours of dikes, to taxes, education, 
health, the growing of rice and other crops, and public works projects. 
The French were most interested in the security situation, particularly 
any hint of opposition to colonial rule. They also paid attention to the 
sale of alcohol, salt, and opium, the tax on which made up a good part 
of the revenue. 

Taxes financed the colonial government and the construction of roads, 
railroads, harbors, bridges, and drainage and irrigation networks. These 
projects benefited mostly the French colonists. Roads, railroads, and 
harbors helped the locals, but they were really intended to allow the 
settlers to carry the products from their plantations, and the coal and 
other raw materials from their mines, mostly to markets abroad. 
Drainage, improved irrigation, and clearing opened up vast tracts of 
land for rice and rubber cultivation, but all of the rubber plantations and 
most of the new rice fields became the property of the settlers. 

The taxes on salt and alcohol, the two most widely used products, 
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provided the largest revenue stream. Few Vietnamese smoked opium, so 
the tax on it was of little importance. But while people bought salt in 
large quantities for daily use, sending a steady flow of money into the 
national coffers, the consumption of alcohol had to be pushed to increase 
its tax receipt. Wine had always been a part of daily life, used in ritu- 
als and festivities, and as a gift. No ceremony could be held without it. 
In the past, peasants could make their own wine or buy it from fellow 
villagers. But now this was forbidden, and the alcohol monopoly was 
awarded to a couple of French firms with powerful connections in Paris. 
Higher alcohol sale and larger profit would please these firms and at the 
same time increase revenue for the local government. So the colonial 
authorities began to force each village to consume more than it normally 
would. Each had to purchase a quantity of alcohol in proportion to the 
number of its inhabitants. If it failed to buy its compulsory share, a vil- 
lage would be fined, because this would be sufficient proof that it had 
been making alcohol illegally for its rituals and festivities. 

French résidents themselves were under pressure to sell alcohol and, in 
turn, pressured the mandarins. Failure to produce results could kill an 
official’s chance for promotion. This was what happened to my grand- 
father when he was serving in Dong Quan. His district had eight can- 
tons, but four of them were poor. The district consistently fell short of 
its alcohol quota. This failure was a black mark in Phan’s record, con- 
tributing to his being held back in the same rank for over a decade. In 
the meantime, his colleagues in the other districts, who did not have as 
much seniority as he did, were promoted frequently because they could 
produce higher alcohol sales, either through local demand or more ruth- 
less enforcement. 

In 1920, Duong Lam died, but the sad event had a silver lining. The 
French résident in Thai Binh Province was sympathetic to Phan’s loss. As 
a reward for his long years of service, this résident gave him a favorable 
appraisal that earned him a promotion to county magistrate, a higher and 
more prestigious rank. But the promotion was too little, too late, and 
failed to inspire Phan. While in his new post in Khoai Chau County, 
Hung Yen Province, my grandfather celebrated his fiftieth birthday—a 
significant milestone—in 1923. The Vietnamese traditionally did not 
mark their birthday every year, but only once in a decade, starting with 
the fiftieth one, to rejoice over the longevity already achieved, rather 
than to note the day of birth. For this happy and important affair, Phan’s 
children and their spouses gathered at the residence to present their gifts 
and wishes. My grandfather asked permission to take the day off and to 
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slaughter a calf for the celebration. The Hung Yen Province résident, per- 
haps unaware of the significance of the occasion, refused. Phan went 
ahead anyway, and had a photograph of himself taken in a formal bro- 
cade robe, surrounded by attendants carrying parasols, his children and 
their spouses, and his grandchildren. Since my great-grandfather had 
died shortly after celebrating his seventieth birthday in 1920, some rel- 
atives advised Phan against observing his own fiftieth, cautioning that 
it might bring him bad luck, as it had to Duong Lam. Perhaps Phan 
should have listened to them. He too did not survive long after this cer- 
emony, and died three years later. 

Duong Lam’s death freed my grandfather from a main family burden: 
He was no longer obligated to support Duong Lam’s wives and children. 
In a poor country like Vietnam, the margin of protection from want was 
quite thin. It usually disappeared with the death of the male head of 
household. Without the monthly subsidies from Phan and his younger 
brother, and without the pension my great-grandfather was getting, 
Duong Lam’s widows now found themselves plunged into a life of near- 
poverty. Their only income came from the land Duong Lam had left. But 
after deducting expenses, the fields gave each widow and each child 
only twenty-five baskets of rice per year, not enough to survive on. 
Duong Lam’s widows had to supplement their income by buying and 
selling things at the market or by other means. They could not even 
afford new clothes now. Sometimes, my grandfather or his younger 
brother—who had fared better than Phan and had advanced to the rank 
of province governor—would invite their half-siblings home and give 
them money or new clothes to replace the patched outfits they were 
wearing. Gradually, the villa in Thai Ha Ap and the rice fields that 
Duong Lam had left to his wives and children were sold to cover living 
expenses. The villa was bought by a rich merchant in Hanoi, as were 
other mandarin houses in this exclusive residential area. Eventually, 
Thai Ha Ap would become a weekend and vacation retreat for the very 
merchant class that the mandarins used to despise. 

Two years after his promotion, my grandfather—tired, dissatisfied 
by a career that had only inched along, and probably also demoralized 
by his lack of authority and the unpopular policies he had to enforce— 
applied for retirement and a pension. His request was turned down, on 
the grounds that he was still in good health and could continue work- 
ing for many more years. Without this income, he could not survive 
financially. He had to stay in office. In 1924, the French transferred him 
to Nghia Hung in Nam Dinh Province. He had not been particularly 
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active, and they thought this county would suit him better. It was pros- 
perous and stable, and did not demand vigorous management. Nam 
Dinh, bordered by the sea to the south, was one of the most important 
and richest regions in the Red River Delta. It had only two counties, so 
my grandfather in effect administered half of this province. 

With each passing day, life became more and more pleasant with the 
introduction of modern conveniences as French and other Western com- 
panies expanded their markets globally. By 1920, people could buy 
more comfortable rickshaws with rubber wheels. Bicycles also became 
more common. By 1919 kerosene oil lamps started to replace candles in 
homes that could afford them. The French were using Vietnam as a mar- 
ket to absorb their products, and did little to stimulate local industries. 
Practically all manufactured goods, even basic products like soap and 
matches, were imported from France. Some of the goods were too unusu- 
al for some Vietnamese to appreciate or understand, like the gramophone 
that my grandfather bought. When they heard it for the first time, our 
peasant neighbors in Van Dinh thought that ghosts were talking from it. 

As procedures for going to France were loosened in the 1920s, more 
and more Vietnamese began to go there to get the best education money 
could buy. These were usually the sons of affluent and well-connected 
families. My grandfather had little money, but this did not stop him 
from sending his favorite fifth son—quite an about-face for a man who 
had bitterly opposed Western education at the beginning of his life. My 
uncle Nam was already married, but at Phan’s command, he left his wife 
behind and sailed for France. My oldest uncle Tuong was ordered to pay 
for all the expenses, but the money was wasted. No one in my family 
knows what my fifth uncle did in France, and whether he even bothered 
to enroll in any school. It is easy to imagine how difficult it must have 
been for someone like him to adjust in France—a man with a tradition- 
al upbringing, alone in a foreign country, one of a small handful of 
Vietnamese lost in a sea of alien Frenchmen. Fifth uncle wrote home just 
a few times, but soon after my grandfather's death, he died of 
osteomyelitis. His body was shipped back to Van Dinh for burial. 

My grandfather could have spent the last years of his career peaceful- 
ly in Nghia Hung. But in 1925, barely one year into his tenure there, he 
decided to transfer to what he thought would be a larger and more pres- 
tigious county. By the time he realized that the move was a mistake, it 
was too late. In declining health, he found the larger Xuan Truong coun- 
ty hard to administer, with frequent robberies and a dike that kept 
breaking. A tough and demanding résident presided over the province. 
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My grandfather found him overbearing and he, in turn, disliked Phan 
and criticized his performance harshly. Misunderstandings were so 
numerous that communication became almost impossible. Less than a 
year after he moved to Xuan Truong, the end began for Phan. It was 
painful, as though life wanted to inflict one more wound on an unhappy 
man. My grandfather fell ill with cancer of the throat, though no one 
knew what was wrong at the time. 

Finally awarded a sick leave, Phan left for Hanoi to look for a cure, 
accompanied by my grandmother. My grandfather's third wife and her 
son, who was also ill, came with them. They moved into a vacant villa 
owned by Phan’s sister, who had married the son of the last viceroy of 
Tonkin. My parents and my second uncle Trinh and his family also 
moved in to pool resources and help my grandparents meet expenses. 
With money tight, living together would eliminate the cost of keeping 
separate households. My parents remembered that year as one of family 
crisis. Death stalked the villa where they were staying. My oldest 
brother, whose birth my grandfather had celebrated so joyously only 
one year ago, was battling acute bronchitis. My parents struggled to 
keep from sinking into a deep depression, faced as they were with so 
much pain and the impending death of my oldest brother, my grandfa- 
ther, and my father’s stepbrother. 

Sparing no expenses, the family asked the two best French doctors in 
Hanoi to treat my grandfather. Their fees were high and the imported 
Western medication expensive, but they were no more successful than 
the herb doctors. Knowing his end was near, Phan asked his family to 
take him back to Van Dinh, so he could die in his native village. Death 
came in June 1926. Phan was fifty-two years old. After my grandfather 
passed away, it was my oldest brother’s turn. He went into convulsions 
and then death finally took him in one last spasm. After burying my 
grandfather, my grandmother remained in Van Dinh for a while. Then 
she began to spend time visiting her three oldest sons, now serving as 
mandarins in different provinces. Whenever she came to our house, my 
father would try to make her stay as happy as those his father had staged 
for Duong Lam. 

Before she died, my grandmother had the satisfaction of seeing her 
oldest son, my uncle Tuong, promoted to the rank of province governor, 
and herself honored by the emperor. When a son reached this rank, his 
mother was awarded a title by the court, usually one that was two 
grades below that of the son. In this case, a province governor had the 
second highest mandarin grade in the kingdom, so my grandmother was 
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given the fourth highest grade and the title of “Lady of the Fourth 
Rank.” An impressive ceremony was held for this occasion, including a 
grand procession bearing the royal decree to Van Dinh. The ritual that 
followed was called “Worshiping a Living Being.” (It was similar to 
those performed to honor deities.) The festivity was also a celebration 
of my grandmother's sixtieth birthday. For the occasion, she put on a 
formal brocade robe and hat, and sat on a chair on the porch of the ances- 
tral temple. My oldest uncle knelt and read a poem he had composed for 
the occasion. Another senior relative knelt and presented my grand- 
mother with his best wishes and a cup of wine. Then fruit was offered, 
along with more good wishes. All this was done to the sound of tradi- 
tional music of string instruments, cymbals, trumpets, and drums. 
Finally, after a life of devotion to her family, my grandmother got the 
recognition she deserved. After the ceremony, a huge banquet was held 
for relatives, villagers, and the large crowd of guests who had come to 
pay their respects. 

A painful illness took her life soon afterward, but my grandmother at 
least died happy, still glowing from her great honor. My grandfather, on 
the other hand, died feeling unrecognized and still smarting from the 
harsh criticism of his French résident—an unhappy ending for a frustrat- 
ed life. Yet, where it counted most for him, his life was not a failure. 
Within his own family, behind his shut gate and high walls, he had suc- 
ceeded in enforcing the traditional values he revered. As a son, Phan had 
fulfilled his obligations toward his father. And as a father, Phan 
instilled in his own sons a faith in education and—most important of all 
in his own view—an attachment to the values of loyalty and filial piety. 
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The Silk Merchant 


Trinh Thi Hue, my maternal grand- 
mother, stored her silk in six large 
wooden trunks—each the size of a 
piano—in the two rooms upstairs, 
toward the back of her house in 
Hanoi. The chests were protected 
by the Chinese god Quan Cong 
presiding on an altar set up in the 
outer room. They looked simple, 
but they contained the small for- 
tune my grandmother had painstak- 
ingly accumulated since my grand- 
father’s death. They gave her a 
livelihood, without which she 
would have fallen into a marginal 
existence. They allowed her to 
prosper and to earn respect at a 
time when wealth was beginning 
to confer status and prestige. The 
two upstairs rooms were like an 
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inner sanctum: Only my grandmother and my oldest uncle’s wife could 
go in and handle the delicate silk threads. Even in the middle of the day, 
these rooms were gloomy and mysterious. And with the god protecting 
their precious contents, there always seemed to be an uncanny presence. 
When my sister Thang was living at my grandmother's house, she 
always felt a chill going down her spine each time she was sent there to 
get herbs from the jars set on a table next to the altar, and she would 
leave as quickly as she could, afraid even to turn around and look back. 

My grandmother had learned business skills from her mother, who 
had opened a shop buying and selling sugar. Her father had been 
involved with an armed resistance movement against the French. When 
that failed, he refused to work for the colonial government, relying 
instead on the income from his wife’s shop to survive. Matrimony was 
every girl’s destiny, so when she was still very young—probably in her 
early teens—my grandmother married Nguyen Nha, the son of a man- 
darin. Her father-in-law had something in common with her own father: 
He too had fought against the French. My grandfather did not oppose 
the French as his father had. Instead, he went to work for them, serving 
as district and then as county magistrate, but this does not mean that he 
approved of what they were doing to Vietnam. Concerned that import- 
ed French and Chinese products were displacing local goods and 
destroying the livelihood of many artisans, he and a small group of man- 
darins banded together to save local industries from extinction. They 
started a shop that sold only locally made products. But consumers who 
were not motivated by patriotism only wanted to get quality for their 
money, and preferred to buy nice imports over shoddy Vietnamese 
goods, so the shop could not turn a profit. After a few years of absorb- 
ing losses, my grandfather and his associates had to admit failure and 
closed down the business. 

These activities represented the good side of my grandfather. His bad 
side was not so much personal failure as a reflection of the culture in 
which he lived. After her marriage, my grandmother moved with my 
grandfather from district to district, following his transfers from post to 
post. It was an uneventful life, but not one free from tragedy. Her first 
six pregnancies ended in miscarriages, though the two sons and four 
daughters to whom she gave birth later all survived. The quiet facade 
shattered when she found out that her husband had been carrying on 
with another woman whom he had installed in a nearby village. Taking 
mistresses was standard practice among men, and my grandmother had 
suspected that sooner or later my grandfather would fall into the same 
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trap. Still, when the shoe finally dropped, she was shocked and hurt, 
finding it difficult to accept the social convention that allowed men to 
take several wives. She could not acquiesce to the situation, and tried to 
break up the relationship, to no avail. 

Then, at age fifty-four, my grandfather died. At first, this looked like 
a disaster. My grandmother had no livelihood to support herself and her 
three small daughters—my mother and two sisters. However, though 
my grandmother probably did not view the situation this way, her hus- 
band’s death set her free. For one thing, the emotional scar inflicted by 
my grandfather's extramarital relationship could now heal. She felt at 
peace for the first time in years. More important, by going out and earn- 
ing her own living, she became mistress of her own destiny, no longer 
dependent on a man for survival. It is a tribute to her that she turned a 
tragedy into an opportunity for herself. At her husband’s death, my 
grandmother considered her few options: She could do nothing and 
slowly chip away at her savings. This would not have kept her afloat 
for very long. She could remarry, becoming the secondary wife of some 
mandarin. But this option, even if it had been viable for someone her age, 
was unthinkable and totally unacceptable. For a woman of her stature 
and moral character, it would have been a shameful act of self-abasement 
and a violation of her loyalty to her husband and his memory. 

Instead, she decided to take matters into her own hands. She went 
into business. To her, this seemed natural. She had part of the capital, 
and she had the skill. She saw no shame in being a merchant, even if she 
had been a mandarin’s wife. Her own mother had owned a shop, and she 
felt it would not be amiss for her to do likewise. 

It was a risky decision. If my grandmother had failed, she would have 
become destitute. She put all the money she had inherited from her par- 
ents into the silk business, but even that was not enough to get started, 
so she borrowed heavily from relatives to put together a capital of 
20,000 plasters—a huge sum then, considering that houses on average 
were selling for only 300 or 400 piasters each. With so much money at 
stake, it was a big gamble. Yet my grandmother was not afraid, and 
plunged into the new venture with the sense of authority and confidence 
she brought to everything she did. She moved into the shop that she and 
my grandfather had bought earlier in Hanoi, located in the heart of the 
commercial area near the Hoan Kiem Lake. The store also served as a 
home for her and her children. 

My grandmother did not have to hang a sign declaring she was in 
business. Word of mouth spread. Silk growers began bringing their 
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threads to sell to her. Then, on market days—four times each month— 
weavers would come to her shop to examine the merchandise and to 
buy. Her ability to keep the silk in her big wooden chests was the 
source of her profits. She bought the threads from the producers as soon 
as they became available. These growers were peasant families living 
hand to mouth, who had to sell their goods right away so they could 
feed themselves. Weavers were in the same situation: They could not 
afford to store a lot of dead inventory and would buy silk only when 
they needed it. 

Silk was a cottage industry, produced by families living in villages 
near Hanoi. Raising silkworms was usually a woman's occupation. It 
was technical and time-consuming. Chopping mulberry leaves and feed- 
ing the voracious worms when they were ready to spin their thread took 
a great deal of time. Then the growers had to know exactly when to 
remove the cocoons and plunge them into hot water to kill the larvae. If 
they did not do this in time, the larvae would turn into moths, chew 
their way out of the cocoons, and destroy the thread. After killing the 
larvae, the thread had to be gently pulled out of each cocoon and spun 
into skeins for weaving. The growers would bring their bundles, still 
damp from the processing, to my grandmother's shop, packaged careful- 
ly in bamboo tubes to protect the delicate fibers. My grandmother 
would gently poke through the coils to determine the quality of the silk, 
paying more for good threads and less for coarser ones or those with too 
many knots or defects. Once she bought the thread, my grandmother had 
to dry it and then store it in her big trunks upstairs until she could sell 
it. Mice were my grandmother's greatest fear: If they got in and chewed 
up the silk, they would wipe out her livelihood. This was why among 
my grandmother's few possessions the one she cherished the most was 
her sleek black cat, which was fed fresh fish each day. If the maid for- 
got to buy the fish or feed the cat, my grandmother would scold her for 
days. 

T he weavers who came to my grandmother’s shop came from villages 
near Hanoi that specialized in making a variety of fabrics, from the finest 
brocades and satin-like materials to the less expensive ones. On market 
days, they and other merchants and traders would travel into Hanoi to 
buy and sell, clogging the streets in the commercial quarters. On those 
days, my grandmother would open her shop promptly at seven in the 
morning and the customers would come in an endless stream, keeping the 
family so busy that no one could break for lunch until two or three in the 
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afternoon. The customers were savvy men and women, and liked to hag- 
gle over price. Once in a while, a weaver short on cash would plead 
with her to sell on credit, and my grandmother would accommodate, 
recording the sale in a register kept by one of my aunts. Other than that, 
there were no legal documents, as business was conducted on trust. 

There were many cottage industries like silk production, centered in 
different villages in the Red River Delta. Villages would become 
known for a certain merchandise. Nghi Tam specialized in growing 
flowers and silkworms. Chuyen My was known for furniture and deco- 
rations inlaid with mother-of-pearl. Ngu Xa was famous for bronze 
objects, Dinh Cong for its gold- and silversmiths, and Bat Trang for its 
ceramics. Vong produced a type of rice snack made from young grains 
harvested in the fall when they were milky and sweet and then 
processed in a special way so that they remained chewy and fragrant. 
Products that came from the celebrated villages carried a special cachet, 
and consumers who bought these goods always knew they were getting 
quality for their money. 

My grandmother was one of about five silk merchants on Hang Gai, 
which was typical of the business streets in what the French called the 
“native” district—as opposed to the section of town that they had trans- 
formed with colonial buildings. There were another thirty-five small 
streets like Hang Gai, each dominated by shops selling mostly one prod- 
uct. Hang Dao specialized in quality finished fabrics; Hang Non mer- 
chants sold hats; to buy sugar, people headed toward Hang Duong. 
Together, these streets formed the commercial heart of the city. The dis- 
trict went back to the thirteenth century, when artisans and merchants 
that lived there used to belong to guilds, similar to those in the 
European cities of the Middle Ages. Each guild consisted of families, 
usually from the same village, that had migrated into Hanoi, attracted by 
the opportunity to make money there. Each group of families brought 
with it a special skill in a handicraft or trade that they would pass along 
only to members of the guild. Each guild had its own temple where 
members could worship their patron deity. 

The street on which my grandmother lived was lined with shops, 
one right next to the other, with no space between them. Across from 
her store, a small shrine had been erected to worship the spirit of a huge 
banyan tree there—ancient, mysterious, and forbidding—with a diam- 
eter that is at least three meters wide and countless creepers that hang 
from its branches. Joss sticks were constantly burning in the vidal 
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incense urn. My grandmother's shop was a typical “tube” house that can 
still be found in the old commercial quarters of Hanoi. It was narrow but 
long, extending far into the back. The room opening out onto the street 
served as the shop. My grandmother would conduct her business there, 
and the wives of my two uncles had taken advantage of the space to set 
out a few counters and shelves where they displayed other merchandise: 
joss sticks, candles, golden votive paper, and pine sap that could be used 
as glue. My grandmother had encouraged them to do this so they could 
earn some extra money, but eventually lack of profit forced them to fold 
up their business. 

Beyond sat the massive furniture—two long settees, a table, a cabi- 
net, and a bed—of the kind that Vietnamese who could afford it loved 
to display, made with black hardwood and inlaid with mother-of-pearl. 
At night, my grandmother slept on the carved bed that she had bought 
after spending a whole month comparison shopping. Next came a room 
that was used as a storage area, followed by an open inner courtyard 
with the old well, two more rooms, another inner courtyard, and then 
the kitchen and servants’ quarters. Upstairs, there were the two rooms 
where my grandmother stored her silk, and a couple of other rooms. My 
mother’s two older brothers and their wives and children, who had 
moved in with my grandmother, occupied the inner rooms downstairs 
and upstairs. My mother and her younger sister slept on a plank bed near 
the shop counters. Compared with the official residences occupied by 
my father’s side of the family, my grandmother's house was simple. 
Because of the close quarters, my mother remembers that, as a girl, she 
was constantly aware of the rhythm of life in the household: the hailing 
of peddlers and checking their goods, the chopping of firewood in a pit 
built into the tile floor of the kitchen, the preparation of food, cleaning 
up after meals, and other daily chores. 

Even for someone with money like my grandmother, life in Hanoi had 
few amenities. My mother, who was seven when her family moved to 
Hang Gai in 1910, recalls growing up in a house that initially had nei- 
ther running water nor electricity. At first, the only source of water for 
the neighborhood was the public tap down the street. Each day, maids 
would line up with their buckets. In the summer, waiting in the heat in 
the long queue, they would lose their patience and get into fights. 
Finally, my grandmother reluctantly opened her purse and had water 
piped into the house. There was no heat, either. In the damp, cold win- 
ters, everyone bundled up in bulky quilted jackets and tried to stay 
warm. Their skin would chafe and crack unless a special salve was 
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applied. My mother remembers that her fingers and toes would get 
swollen every winter from the cold. 

At first, there were only oil lamps at night. Electricity was avail- 
able, but my grandmother was reluctant to have it brought into the 
house. She did not want to go through the expense, but she also feared 
that her neighbors would think she was showing off. On Hang Gai, the 
first family that did something new was always criticized for being pre- 
tentious or ostentatious. The merchant who lived across the street from 
my grandmother was the first one to buck the neighbors’ disapproval, 
and defiantly had her house wired for electricity. After criticizing her 
for a while, everyone else followed suit, including my grandmother. The 
first woman on the block to trade her large hat with the cumbersome 
round brim and voluminous ribbon for an umbrella, and her slippers 
with the curved tips for Western shoes, was branded as a “Frenchman's 
wife’—the worst insult. Soon, other women would do likewise, and 
anyone who clung to the old fashion would be called a nha que, or rustic. 

My maternal grandmother believed in a quiet and frugal life. While 
my father’s side of the family liked to live grandly, even when they could 
not afford it, my grandmother—who could afford to live very well— 
chose not to. She did not entertain lavishly, because she did not hold an 
official position and so had no social obligations or status to maintain, 
but also because this kind of lifestyle did not appeal to her. For servants, 
she had a maid and a houseboy. My two uncles’ wives did the cooking: 
basic dishes prepared over wood-burning braziers built into a brick plat- 
form. Each day, peddlers would pass through the neighborhood, selling 
everything needed for cooking—fresh vegetables, bean curd, fish, and 
ready-made steamed or fried pork patties. My aunts had to choose what 
they bought carefully, because my grandmother could not stand anything 
that was not just right. Spring onions had to be small and tender; bean 
curd had to puff up nicely when deep-fried (crusty on the outside but 
moist and soft on the inside); vegetables had to be young and fresh, not 
budding with flowers and ready to go to seed. My grandmother made 
sure the family had plenty to eat, but everything had to be simple and 
healthy. Perhaps this was why my grandmother lived until she was 
eighty-three, vigorous and clear in the head until the end. 

Like others who had to earn every penny of their own living, my 
grandmother was obsessively thrifty. Whatever she bought—whether 
it was a head of cabbage or a house-—had to be worth what she paid, 
and she did not mind spending the time to find exactly what she want- 
ed at the price she thought was right. If it was time to buy fabric for 
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clothes, my grandmother would set off by herself to make the rounds of 
the shops, going back and forth for days. She would check each piece of 
cloth carefully, turning it over and over to look for defects, before she 
would purchase it. There was no such thing as “impulse buying” for my 
grandmother. 

If there was anything my grandmother disapproved of as much as 
ostentatious living it was frivolity. She forbade idle chatter, loud laugh- 
ter, and noise. There was no music and no entertainment of any kind. My 
grandmother never took her children out to a play or to the opera. She 
allowed only one pastime—reading—and this was only because she 
could not decipher the modern script herself and mistook the novels my 
mother devoured for schoolbooks. The novels that my mother borrowed 
from relatives were a motley collection, ranging from translations of The 
Three Musketeers, Gulliver's Travels, and Chinese classics to Vietnamese lit- 
erary masterpieces and modern fiction. Like many women and girls at 
the time, the one that my mother loved to read over and over again was 
The Tale of Kieu, a story in verse written by one of Vietnam’s foremost 
poets about a woman from a good family who had to turn to prostitu- 
tion but was eventually redeemed. 

The only treats my grandmother allowed her children were the 
snacks bought from peddlers that circulated throughout the neighbor- 
hood. Each peddler had a schedule and a special cry to announce their 
merchandise. Just from the hour of day and the cry, my mother could tell 
what was being sold—roast peanuts kept warm inside a large tin box, 
sticky rice steamed with Chinese sausage, eel rice gruel, steamed banh gio 
buns kept hot under layers of banana leaves in baskets that the peddlers 
carried on top of their heads, cold and hot noodle dishes like bun cha, bun 
thang, and pho. My mother loved all the snacks, but one of her favorites 
was the keo keo, or pulled candy. This was a Chinese specialty. The candy 
had a white sugary crust and a filling made with peanuts. Depending on 
how much my mother wanted to buy, the vendor would pull out a sec- 
tion from the pliant mass kept under a piece of cloth. My grandmother 
never took her family to restaurants, which were mostly French or 
Chinese, because when the Vietnamese dined out they preferred to eat 
exotic food. She thought the prices were too high and the dishes too 
fancy for her taste. 

Whenever my mother went out with my grandmother, it was to 
worship in a temple or pagoda. Once there, they would give alms to the 
beggars, a gesture to remind my mother that she should help those less 
fortunate. The only break in the long cycle of work was Tet, when my 
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grandmother would close down her business for two weeks. But even 
Tet was a stay-at-home kind of celebration, punctuated only with visits 
to relatives’ houses to present good wishes for the new year or excur- 
sions to temples and pagodas in Hanoi or the surrounding areas to pray. 
For the first three days of Tet my grandmother allowed one indulgence: 
card games. After that, she would put the cards away for the rest of the 
year. (After my mother married, her in-laws were appalled by her lack 
of knowledge of games of chance, and quickly remedied her education.) 

In its frugality and modesty, my grandmother's life was a lot closer to 
that of most Vietnamese than the one led by my father’s side of the fam- 
ily. It was also less restricted by the Confucian teachings that reigned in 
my father’s household. My father’s parents and grandparents were schol- 
ars for whom these teachings had almost the force of a religion. Their 
relationships with those around them—even their own children—were 
distant, separated by the wall of formality and rituals. Although my 
mother also grew up ina household with a clear and defined code of con- 
duct, the atmosphere by comparison was more relaxed. In spite of my 
grandmother's strictness, relationships had a warmth that was stifled by 
rituals in my father’s household. 

My grandmother's religious practices were also closer to those of 
ordinary Vietnamese, not as heavily influenced by Confucian culture as 
in my father’s family. To her, marking the deaths of her ancestors was 
important, but she did not elevate this to the level of worship in Duong 
Lam's household. The anniversaries of ancestors’ deaths, along with Tet, 
were the highlights of the year for her as well. But no one had to don 
formal robes for the ceremony, and there was no band to provide ritual 
music. The offerings were also simpler than in Duong Lam’s family. 
Instead of buying a lot of expensive shark’s fins or bird’s nests for some 
of the dishes, my grandmother would use substitutes, such as vegetables 
that were carved intricately or sliced into tiny strips. They were meant 
to deceive the palate, but those who ate them knew they were not tast- 
ing delicacies. In my father’s family, most of this tedious food prepara- 
tion would be done by a large domestic staff. In my mother’s household, 
such help was not available, and she remembers having to stay up most 
of the night cutting, chopping, and cooking. Finally, everything would 
be ready. The altar would groan with boiled chicken, fruit, flowers, rice 
wine, and the special cakes and dishes. Relatives would be invited to 
pay respects and share the meal. Afterward they would burn votive 
products, to make sure our ancestors did not have to go without the crea- 
ture comforts they had enjoyed in their previous lives, such as paper 
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money, clothes, and shoes. Rich families usually burned a lot more: fancy 
cabinets and beds, rickshaws, and—later on—even televisions and 
refrigerators. But my grandmother did not believe in wasting money on 
lavish offerings. 

To my grandmother, visiting the temples and pagodas to pray to 
Buddha and the pantheon of gods and goddesses was as important as 
worshiping her ancestors. My mother inherited this religious tradition 
from her, and while my father would never set foot in temples and pago- 
das, my mother would go there regularly. I still remember the many trips 
I made with her to these places of worship when growing up in Hanoi. 
I share her love of those shrines, where everything spoke of age and the 
passage of time: the worn steps, the moss-covered walls and gates, the 
rafters and statues darkened by incense smoke, the gilded and red-lac- 
quered altars with their sheen softened by the years. Her obvious plea- 
sure would infect me. We would arrive at the gate of a temple, give 
alms to the inevitable gaggle of beggars, buy fragrant flowers and joss 
sticks from the vendors lining the entrance, and then enter a world of 
quiet and serenity, where time seemed to stand still. 

It was my mother who would keep up other traditions in our family. 
Except for ancestor worship and Tet, my father was indifferent to 
Vietnamese religious customs and festivals, viewing their celebration as 
a “woman’s affair’ and leaving it up to my mother to observe them or 
not. My mother would celebrate holidays to which my father hardly 
paid attention, such as the fifth month festival, all souls’ day, Buddha's 
birthday, and the fall moon festival. She continued the ceremony of send- 
ing the Kitchen God back to heaven each year, a week before Tet. I 
learned to appreciate other aspects of our culture through my mother. 
While my father preferred the music of an a dao singing classical poems, 
my mother liked to go to see cheo operas that appealed to a broader pop- 
ular audience, and sometimes took me with her when I was growing up 
in Hanoi. I can still picture myself as a child sitting on the edge of my 
seat so I could follow the action of the plays—usually woeful tales that 
made the grown-up women weep. I feel lucky my mother has a back- 
ground different from that of my father. Instead of being linked only to 
the Confucian-influenced elite traditions, I grew up connected also to 
the mass culture. 

Unlike my father’s mother, who spent her life catering to her spouse, 
my silk merchant grandmother could—after her husband’s death—orga- 
nize her household to satisfy her own needs, rather than focus on pleas- 
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ing him. She liked order and cleanliness, and there was a routine that 
everyone had to follow day in and day out: Every piece of furniture had 
to be dusted, and the floor swept and mopped. Preparing her herbal 
potion was another sacrosanct routine. To stay healthy, each day my 
grandmother would drink a brew made with six different herbs that 
had been simmered in a clay pot to produce exactly one small bowl of 
liquid. The herbs came from a traditional apothecary. After buying 
them, my grandmother would slice them and roast them in a pan, and 
then store them in jars in the room upstairs. Every day, she would take 
out a small amount of each to boil in three bowls of water. Whoever she 
assigned to prepare her potion would have to watch to make sure that 
it did not burn, or risk being scolded for several days in a row. 

My grandmother did share two things in common with my father’s 
parents: utter devotion to the family, and the love of and faith in educa- 
tion. Her children, grandchildren, and other relatives formed the center 
of her universe. For her, the greatest joy in life was to be with them. 
My grandmother was strict but also very kind. Even her scolding was 
not mean, just long, boring lectures. Like other Vietnamese, she did not 
show her affection with hugs and kisses or express it in words. But she 
indicated her love by taking good care of her children and grandchil- 
dren. She was generous with money whenever anyone needed help. She 
supported two of my uncles and their families, and bought a house in 
Hanoi for my parents, the only one they would ever own. My mother 
and her brothers and sisters inherited my grandmother's kind and quiet 
personality. Because of this, I became partial to my mother’s siblings, and 
preferred them to many of the hypercritical relatives on my father’s side. 

As with my father's parents, education was extremely important to 
my grandmother, the one area where she did not mind spending money. 
At first, she hired a private tutor to teach all her children—including 
her daughters—Chinese characters, but when French teaching began to 
take hold, she immediately had them make the switch. As a merchant, 
my grandmother was not wedded to a Confucian scholar tradition that 
she felt she had to maintain at all costs. She was much more open-mind- 
ed, and saw the value of a modern instruction much faster than did the 
conservative scholars and mandarins. She shared this progressive atti- 
tude with other merchants. At this time, while most scholars cried out 
against change, merchants were embracing modernization as a way to 
save Vietnam. It was they who provided critical financial support to 
various revolutionary movements, without which these groups would 
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not have survived for as long as they did. As Vietnam moved further and 
further away from its old roots, the influence of the merchants would 
rise while that of the traditional scholars would diminish. 

In giving my mother and her younger sister a modern schooling out- 
side the home, my grandmother was also ahead of many women in her 
generation. Other mothers believed that it was not necessary to teach 
daughters at all, and that if a girl knew how to read and write, she 
would use her knowledge to do only one thing: write secret love letters 
to boys. My grandmother did not agree, and sent my mother and her 
younger sister to the Ecole Brieux, a school for girls the French had set 
up on Hang Cot Street, not far from the house. (By this time, my moth- 
er's older sisters had gotten married. Otherwise, my grandmother would 
have enrolled them too.) But my mother’s promising education was cut 
short after she got married at age sixteen. My father made her quit 
because he was jealous of her reputation as an excellent student—even 
outshining him in this area—but also because he thought she should be 
a full-time housewife. Even if my father had been more reasonable, my 
mother could not have gone on with her studies because she started hav- 
ing children one after another, seventeen in all. 

In showing so much independence, my grandmother was continuing 
in the indigenous tradition of Vietnamese women. Before Confucianism 
restricted what they could do, women would compete in exams or even 
lead armies. Some of the most famous military leaders were women. 
Two of the most famous poets were also women: Ba Huyen Thanh Quan 
wrote aristocratic, lyrical, and evocative poetry, while Ho Xuan Huong 
was her opposite, writing rebellious, witty, and earthy poems. This tra- 
ditional independence was so strong that Confucianism could not 
destroy it entirely. Among the merchants, in particular, there were many 
women like my grandmother. Together, they dominated commerce. 

While my mother was busy at school, my grandmother grew richer 
and richer. She bought three choice properties in the commercial dis- 
trict, which she rented to Chinese merchants. One shop sold glassware; 
another one sold Chinese herbs; and the third sold sausages, roast ducks, 
roast pork strips, and roast suckling pigs. Whenever my mother went to 
these stores, she found the scene quaint. The Chinese men wore pigtails 
and robes that came down to their ankles, and their womenfolk hobbled 
around on bound feet. My mother would feel lucky and glad that she 
was not the daughter of a rich Chinese merchant, being sequestered in 
the shop that was also the home, and spending her youth bent over some 
intricate embroidery. The lucrative rent from these shops added to my 
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grandmother's wealth and reputation as a savvy businesswoman. Perhaps 
because of her growing stature, my grandmother was not worried about 
my mother remaining single at the advanced age of sixteen. She knew 
that her money and the solid family background would attract a bidder 
for her daughter's hand sooner or later. 

Besides her family’s wealth, my mother offered other advantages as a 
prospective bride. She was considered a beauty. She had a smooth and 
white complexion, an oval face, large dark eyes, and a nose with a high 
ridge, not a flat one. Her teeth were lacquered to a rich and even black, 
another mark of beauty. Young women who dropped the time-consuming 
and bothersome practice of dying their teeth, applying layer after layer 
of lacquer and abstaining from solid food for a couple of days to avoid 
damaging the dye, were considered ugly. People would say, “These 
women think they've become modern, but they look terrible when they 
smile, showing their white teeth that look like those of a dog.” My 
mother’s delicate and refined figure with no curves was another advan- 
tage. But when parents looked for a wife for their son, physical appear- 
ance did not count as heavily as character, because the wife had to be 
submissive, well behaved, and diligent. In this respect, my mother also 
met the standards. The fact that she was doing well in school was taken 
as a good sign, for it meant that she obeyed her family’s code of conduct, 
working hard and not wasting her time on frivolous pursuits. 

The union between my mother and father happened without a hitch. 
A matchmaker told my father’s parents about my mother, and the mar- 
riage was sealed. The day my paternal grandmother came to take a look 
at the prospective bride in the traditional xem mat—checkout—visit, my 
mother hid under a blanket in panic, so the only parts of her that my 
paternal grandmother saw were her two feet sticking out. My father, 
who was not consulted about the match, did not come along. My moth- 
er never caught a glimpse of him prior to her wedding. She learned what 
he looked like only from relatives who had seen him. They reassured her 
that he was tall—five feet five inches—and handsome, with a “high” 
nose, high cheekbones, and large eyes. They also told her that he was 
thin and not strong looking, but this too was encouraging because it 
showed that he was a scholar who worked with his brain rather than 
with his muscles. 

As comforting to my mother was her mother’s reassurance that her 
future husband and parents-in-law were kind people who would 
undoubtedly treat her well. So my mother did not feel alarmed about 
marrying someone she did not know. In fact, she felt proud about joining 
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a prominent family. The wedding was a big affair, with four automo- 
biles to take the bride’s party back to Van Dinh. When they arrived at 
the gate of my grandfather's residence, my mother, woozy from the trip, 
was helped out of the car by her two bridesmaids, each of whom held a 
huge, round hat to shield my mother’s face from view. My mother, 
decked out in gold jewelry, a brocade gown, and shoes embroidered 
with colored beads, only saw a patch of ground from under these hats. 
Then she saw a brazier filled with burning coal. She stepped over it to 
kill any back luck that might accompany her into her new household, 
and at the same time stepped into a different world. In her new family, 
she would find a more formal atmosphere and more rigid relationships, 
but she would also find protection and support. 

My mother was lucky. When I was little, I wondered why so many 
Vietnamese girls wept bitterly before and on their wedding day. At 
first, I thought they cried from happiness, but as I grew older I realized 
that they cried from fear. They were leaving the protection of their fam- 
ilies for a household of strangers, including their own husbands, and 
they would be at the mercy of these new relatives. Most of them ended 
being bullied by their mothers-in-law. Many were also badly treated by 
their husbands. To me the epitome of a union turned into misery was the 
marriage of one of my father’s sisters. Her husband abandoned her to his 
mother’s clutches in the native village while he pursued an education 
and a career. Later, he would abandon her for one mistress after anoth- 
er. Her mother-in-law turned my aunt into a maid without pay—shop- 
ping, cooking, cleaning, and waiting hand and foot on the old woman. 
One day, on her way back from the village market, the live fish she had 
bought jumped out of her basket onto the muddy bank of a pond she was 
passing. Terrified that her mother-in-law would make her life hell if she 
did not bring the fish home, she dove after it. In this struggle, my aunt 
was even more desperate than the fish, and she managed to catch it 
before it could swim away. 

Besides prosperity and success, my silk merchant grandmother also 
enjoyed a long life. Even in her last days, she was blessed. If there was 
such a thing as a painless death, she had it. She fell one night when she 
tried to get out of bed, and drifted into a coma. A week later, she was 
gone. She was buried in Lang village near Hanoi. (Later the communist 
government had the tomb razed and the remains moved to Son Tay, to 
make room for a vegetable plot.) After she died, my oldest uncle’s wife 
divided up the inheritance. According to Vietnamese custom, the sons 


got the largest part. One of the shops was kept for huong hoa: The rental 
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income would be used to pay for expenses related to the upkeep of my 
grandfather's and grandmother's tombs and the ceremonies commemorat- 
ing their deaths. The remaining two shops were split between my two 
uncles. The house on Hang Gai was sold and the proceeds divided 
among my mother and her sisters. 

None of my grandmother's children followed her example and went 
into business, and her wealth did not survive long after her death. At 
first, my oldest uncle built up his inheritance into a fortune. His wife 
also came from a wealthy family and they bought several choice com- 
mercial properties together. My aunt-in-law was parsimonious and did 
not like to spend money on clothes. Once, a fortune-teller she consulted 
took a look at her shabby quilted jacket, and then told her with pity in 
his voice, “You're destined to be poor.” Infuriated, she grabbed the fee 
she had put on a plate and stormed out. Later, his prediction turned out 
to be accurate. After the communists took over Hanoi, they seized her 
properties. She and the rest of her family were herded into the garage of 
her villa, leaving the rest of the house to several families of strangers. 
She died brokenhearted. 

My second uncle also lost his wealth after 1954. Afraid that the com- 
munist government would condemn him as a bourgeois, he donated all 
his properties to the state. The communists also seized the house that my 
grandmother had bought for my mother and turned it into state proper- 
ty. The only person in my mother’s family that did well after the com- 
munists took Hanoi was her oldest sister, whose husband supported the 
Viet Minh. The French had forced him into early retirement from his 
teaching job. He thought this was unjust, and his anger made him more 
open to the appeal of the Viet Minh. His oldest son also joined the Viet 
Minh, and later rose to become a deputy prime minister in charge of 
planning and development. Because of his position, but also because all 
the children and grandchildren had moved into the villa, leaving no 
room for other families, the communists did not force my aunt to share 
her house with strangers. My second aunt had married into a poor fam- 
ily. The inheritance she got was like a pinch of salt thrown into a vast 
ocean: It disappeared quickly. In a few decades, what my grandmother 
had worked so hard to build was gone. 

When I asked my mother recently what she thought was the happi- 
est period in her life, she answered without hesitation, “When I was 
young and living at home with grandma.” I can understand why she felt 
this way. My grandmother gave her a secure, worry-free childhood, 
within a warm and supportive family, in an orderly and stable 
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childhood innocence and happiness. Once she reached adulthood, her 
life became bittersweet. Her marriage had its periods of joy, but also its 
days of darkness and grief. Through it all, she could look back with nos- 
talgia on those years with my grandmother, and wish she could be young 
again in the shop on Hang Gai Street. 
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French Veneer, Confucian Soul 


As early morning broke over Hanoi, 
my father Duong Thieu Chi and his 
brother Trinh rolled out from under 
their mosquito net to get ready for 
their first day at the Collége Paul 
Bert. They wanted to get to school 
with plenty of time to spare. They 
dressed in their brand-new and 
unfamiliar Western shoes, which 
they put on backward, and their 
new Western shirts and khaki 
pants. It felt strange not to be 
putting on the silk pants, long robe, 
and wooden clogs they had been 
wearing just a few days before. It 
felt stranger still not to feel the 
weight of the long tufts of hair that 
used to hang down their backs. But 
they were pleased with their new 


appearance, which would help 
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them fit in at school. They felt urbane and civilized. When they heard 
the first electric trolley clanking in the street, they rushed out and 
jumped onboard. The school gate was still closed when they arrived. 
They sat in the cool morning light and waited for hours. 

Things had happened very fast for my father and uncle. Just a couple 
of weeks before, a servant had whisked them from Dong Quan in Thai 
Binh Province to their grandfather's villa in Thai Ha Ap outside of 
Hanoi. My father had stayed at the house before. After his grandfather 
Duong Lam moved to Van Dinh, my father would occasionally come 
with his mother to the villa. They would make the trip from the village 
and back on a rickshaw with metal wheels. It would take them a whole 
day to cover forty kilometers. The ride would jar every bone in my 
father’s body, but he enjoyed the pastoral scenes en route. He passed by 
rice fields dotted with graves, some bearing stone carvings. In the dis- 
tance, he could see the whitewashed village gates flanked by thick green 
bamboo groves. Once in a while, he could spot shacks nestled at the foot 
of tall trees offering refreshments and snacks. Now and then, he could 
glimpse clumps of vendors gathered at a small market. Depending on the 
season, the trees that he saw could be stripped of leaves, luxuriant with 
foliage, covered with flowers, or laden with fruit. The rice fields could 
be a rippling emerald green or golden sea, or barren with dry stalks of 
the harvested rice plants poking through the brown dirt. 

Duong Lam’s house in Thai Ha Ap was by now deserted and watched 
over by a caretaker. It seemed spooky to my father. Practically everyone 
who lived there said that the area was haunted. In 1788, thousands of 
Chinese soldiers had died on the Dong Da hillock nearby, in one of the 
most savage battles in Vietnamese history, when Emperor Quang Trung 
led his troops to Hanoi and routed the Chinese army. Quang Trung’s 
campaign took place just before Tet and would later be invoked by the 
Viet Cong as a historical precedent, when they launched their own infa- 
mous ‘Tet Offensive in 1968. A temple and a pagoda had been built on 
the Dong Da hillock, but they could not banish the souls of the dead 
Chinese. My great-grandfather’s servants used to claim that at night 
they could see ghosts in pigtails sliding down the villa’s roof and drink- 
ing basins filled with blood. Now my father and his brother were back 
again in the scary house. They would stay here while they applied for 
admission into the Collége Paul Bert. The day of their entrance exam, 
they boarded the trolley for Hanoi from the last stop outside of the city. 
The two boys were used to trains, but the tramway was a mode of trans- 


port they had not tried before. The big clanking iron vehicle that ran by 
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itself, without being pulled by horses or oxen or propelled by steam, 
amazed them. They sat on wooden benches near the windows, and 
watched the landscape flow by. 

Hanoi was their next shock. It was bigger, noisier, and awesome 
compared with the little province towns they knew. It was turning into 
a large and bustling city, acquiring a European flair with imposing, 
French-style buildings. Climbing the flight of steps and the long stair- 
case in what looked to them like a cavernous résidence supérieure bureau, 
the two little country boys felt intimidated and disoriented. As they 
stopped outside the Primary Education Director's office, where they 
were scheduled to take their exam, they looked out the window at the 
beautiful multistoried Métropole Hotel across the street, and thought 
they had wandered into paradise. No such buildings had been erected in 
the country before. Even the Imperial Palace in Hue was tiny, a modest 
replica of the splendid and gigantic Forbidden City in Peking. In a coun- 
try that used to despise commerce, glorify poverty as proof of moral pro- 
bity and strength, and keep land ownership fragmented, there had been 
no concentration of wealth to produce imposing buildings, nor wealthy 
patrons to spur and sustain the creation of great works of art. My father 
wondered how human beings could build such magnificent edifices. 

The entrance exam to the Collége Paul Bert was perfunctory. This 
school had been reserved for French children, but now it was enrolling 
native students as part of a new assimilation policy. After several revolts 
in 1908, Albert Sarraut, the new governor general, decided to imple- 
ment some reforms to calm the restive natives. For the first time, he 
promised that Vietnam would be set free. But first, it would have to 
become civilized and learn how to govern itself under French tutelage. 
Until this happened, France would have to stay, to serve like a father to 
Vietnam, teaching it and bringing it gradually into the civilized world. 
In short, the Vietnamese would be given independence only when they 
became like the French. To many Vietnamese, the policy seemed like a 
step in the right direction. Families like mine that did not want to 
resort to violence to get rid of the foreigners welcomed the change. 
Without bloodshed, and after a period of peaceful evolution, their coun- 
try would be free, they thought. By thus removing the prospect of eter- 
nal bondage, Sarraut made it easier for my family and others to accept 
French domination. As long as colonial rule was finite, they felt they 
could live with it. And if assimilation could speed Vietnam toward free- 
dom, then getting a French education and absorbing Western culture 
was not only practical but also morally acceptable. 
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Although Sarraut opened more schools as part of these reforms, only 
the upper classes benefited from the new opportunities. Peasant children 
usually stopped after they finished the schooling available in the village. 
Their families could not afford to send them to nearby towns and then 
to Hanoi and Saigon to get a higher education. The upper classes, on the 
other hand, could pay the tuition and the expenses involved. When 
Sarraut opened the exclusive Collége Paul Bert in Hanoi and the Collége 
Chasseloup Laubat in Saigon to natives, the Vietnamese elite were the 
only ones to enroll their children. To increase attendance, the entrance 
exam to the first grade at the Collége Paul Bert was made easy. All that 
my father had to do was to answer in French whenever the Primary 
Education Director held an object in the air and asked, “What’s this?” 
My father had learned enough French words from a tutor back in the 
province to identify correctly such things as a “matchbox.” Both he and 
his brother passed and were admitted in 1912. 

Before they could attend classes, they had to show proof that they 
met the age limit for the first grade. They had already invested several 
years learning Chinese. Now, at ages twelve and thirteen, they were too 
old. The only solution was to falsify their birth certificates. This was 
easily arranged. My grandfather did not understand that they could be 
admitted even if they came in under the age limit. So he had both their 
birth dates changed to 1903, to give them the exact age of nine. This 
created another problem. The two brothers could not have been born in 
the same year, only six months apart. My grandfather came up with 
another solution. He declared that my uncle was born from his first wife 
and my father from his second. The French accepted the explanation. 

In their new Western clothes and haircuts, the two teenagers easily 
fit into the student body. Half of the pupils were natives from the emerg- 
ing middle class: mandarins, government employees, landowners, and 
merchants. The richest among them preferred to board at the school. 
They were the envy of their Vietnamese classmates, because they could 
eat French food in the canteen, sleep in clean and comfortable dormito- 
ries, and wear handsome school uniforms. Their winter uniforms dazzled 
their friends the most: purple woolen jackets with shiny brass buttons. 
Every afternoon, they were served a snack of French bread and bananas, 
while their less well-off friends watched and drooled. The monthly 
tuition was two plasters for the primary grades. It rose gradually for the 
upper primary grades until it reached ten piasters, about a third of what 
most government officials took home in salary each month. Boarding cost 
twenty-five piasters per month, plus expenses for hot and cold weather 
uniforms and other items. 
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Poorer students like my father and uncle lived off campus and walked 
to school, taking the rickshaw only when it rained or when the tropical 
heat was unbearable. The two boys had almost no money. Every couple 
of years, my grandparents gave them a new set of clothes. They kept 
their woolen winter jackets—the most expensive of their school 
clothes—as long as possible, even after they had become threadbare and 
faded. Their shoes were reinforced with iron patches under the heels 
and along the sides to make them last longer. My grandparents gave 
them new ones only when the old ones could no longer hold together. 
In the summer, the two boys wore hats made of woven palm leaves dec- 
orated with a purple band, to shield their faces from the burning sun. 
These were much cheaper than the cloth hats. Although my father and 
uncle envied their wealthy classmates, they were not unhappy. They 
knew they were much better off than the students attending the non- 
French schools who were so poor they had to wear heavy and uncom- 
fortable wooden clogs to school because they could not afford to buy 
shoes. 

My father’s wealthy classmates were part of a new social group: peo- 
ple who had made their money from land-ownership and commerce. 
Indeed, Vietnamese society was becoming more diverse, and the gap 
that separated the rich from the poor began to widen. In the past, the 
mandarins who were at the top of the social scale were not much better 
off materially than the peasants, artisans, and merchants they governed. 
All this changed with the introduction of a market and cash economy. 
Money now meant influence and power, and it was all right to earn lots 
of it. Commerce and business became not only respectable, but desirable 
for those who wanted to develop the country, provide employment, or 
raise revenue to finance political activities. This change in attitude was 
most prevalent in the south, where there were more economic opportu- 
nities and a less hidebound society, but even in conservative Tonkin 
things started to thaw. The prominent mandarin Hoang Trong Phu, the 
governor general of Ha Dong Province and the son of the last viceroy, did 
not think it was beneath him to start a kiln to revitalize blue and white 
porcelain production. Others quit their mandarin posts to take up com- 
merce, something that would have been unthinkable in the past. Within 
my family’s circle of acquaintances, a province judge resigned to open a 
shop. 

Among the new breed of businessmen, the richest were entrepreneurs 
who had cleverly seen how they could make a fortune from the French 
presence: as contractors for the massive building projects, as suppliers of 
foodstuffs and other materials to the colonial army, and as distributors 
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of French imports and, later, fabrics produced by the local French tex- 
tile mills. Others made their money by obtaining land concessions that 
they turned into plantations of rice or other crops. Before the arrival of 
the French, large land-ownership was rare, especially in Tonkin where 
land was limited and mostly communally owned. Those who wanted to 
build up their holdings had to do it gradually over the years, buying a 
few hundred square meters at a time. Anyone who could piece together 
six to seven acres was thought of as a big landowner. After the French 
arrived, however, it became easier to accumulate land. In the south, the 
first big landowners were those who got their properties by seizing the 
rice fields of peasants who had fled their villages to escape the French 
attacks. In the north, as village land became available for sale, people 
who had money began to increase their holdings, sometimes through 
unethical means—such as lending the poor peasants money at an usuri- 
ous interest rate and then seizing their land when they could not repay. 

But the biggest landowners owed their fortune to the French 
drainage projects, which opened up vast tracts of land for cultivation. 
While supporters of the French in the north could each get 100 acres at 
the most, those in the south could each receive hundreds of acres. In 
Tonkin, the new land was located in the narrow coastal region on the 
edge of the Red River Delta. In the south, the new rice fields emerged 
from the huge, unexploited, swampy, and sparsely populated Mekong 
Delta. Because of the limited amount of new land, the number of 
Vietnamese receiving land concessions in Tonkin could be counted on 
one hand. In the south, the total was much higher, giving rise to a new 
landowning class: the big absentee landlords with vast acreage who 
lived in the towns and sent their children to French schools or to France 
to study. They hired managers to take care of their estates, and—no 
longer setting foot in the countryside—lost contact with their rural 
roots. 

At the Collège Paul Bert, my father and his brother now had to put 
up with the indignity of attending classes with five- and six-year-old 
French children. Some would still soil their pants once in a while. 
Whenever this happened, they would try to keep the offending materi- 
al from falling out by tying up their pants’ legs with the strings of their 
spinning tops. The odor would drive the Vietnamese sitting next to 
them to distraction, but none dared—or knew how—to complain to the 
French teacher. The French children were quick to understand that they 
had a big natural advantage over their native classmates: They knew 
they could talk to the teachers, who would side with them in any dis- 
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pute, out of affection and trust. They took full advantage of the situation 
to make the Vietnamese do what they wanted. If the Vietnamese 
balked, the French boys would run to the teachers and make up stories 
to get them punished. To avoid trouble, Vietnamese children learned to 
turn the other cheek. 

My father and uncle quickly found out how costly it was to cross 
their French classmates. One day, they took their shiny new marbles to 
school. Their toys immediately attracted the attention of a boy named 
Mercier, whose aunt happened to be the class teacher. Mercier, of 
course, wanted the marbles, but my father and uncle were not ready to 
part with them. Upset, Mercier ran to his aunt with the story that the 
two boys had disturbed the students by “singing during class.” The aunt 
confronted my father and uncle. When they could not defend themselves 
with the few words of French they knew, she immediately punished 
them with a detention for that coming Sunday. After this incident, my 
uncle—more clever and manipulative than my father—bought off 
Mercier by bribing him with a tamarind fruit. After that, they had no 
further trouble with him. This success taught my uncle a lesson on how 
to deal with powerful but corruptible enemies. 

With their limited French, school was a real struggle for my father 
and his brother. They could not get help from anywhere. Private tutor- 
ing was out of the question because their parents could not afford it. The 
two teenagers managed as best they could. The only tool they had to 
make sense out of their school materials was a rudimentary French- 
Vietnamese dictionary. They learned to compensate for their handicap 
by memorizing everything. Their capacious memories, honed by years of 
learning Chinese primers by rote, saved them from abject failure. They 
did not understand what they were studying, but they could recite by 
heart that their “ancestors were Gauls” who “hung mistletoe boughs on 
New Year's.” My father became the top student in his class. He was first 
in everything that he could learn by heart, but did not do as well in sub- 
jects like French dictation and composition. He did so well that he was 
allowed to skip a grade the next year. After that, his French improved 
and he became a star pupil, earning prizes and honors in every grade. 
When he finished his primary school, he had the great honor of being 
chosen as one of ten candidates for the certificat d'études primaires exam, 
which only the best students could take. 

After that, my father moved on to the next level, the breeding ground 
of the future educated elite. Many of his classmates later became 
Vietnam’s doctors, lawyers, engineers, and leading officials. But this 
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was still years and years away, after the French decided to train more 
native professionals and to open up the middle and upper levels of gov- 
ernment to the locals. My father was outstanding in every subject 
except English, which he hated. At the end of each level, there was an 
exam to be taken. Like his contemporaries, my father loved degrees and 
exams of all types and at all levels. He would take them even when they 
were not required for advancement, just for the fun of it. When he 
passed one at the end of the upper level—one of a handful of candidates 
that did at the time—my great-grandfather gave him a special honor. He 
made him ride in a rickshaw shaded by a large yellow parasol in the pro- 
cession organized for his oldest brother Tuong, when the latter returned 
to Van Dinh in triumph after getting his doctorate degree. My great- 
grandfather also had a banner made for the occasion to proclaim my 
father’s achievement, inscribed with Chinese characters that said, 
“Pioneer of European Learning.” Armed with this degree, my father 
could have enrolled in the University of Hanoi—which was really just 
a vocational school to train teachers, administrators, and technicians. 
Unfortunately, because of the lie he had told earlier, he was now con- 
sidered too young to be admitted. He was officially sixteen, while the 
minimum age for enrollment was eighteen. 

His brother Trinh solved the problem by changing his birth certifi- 
cate once again. At this time, Maurice Cognacq—the man who eventu- 
ally became the most corrupt governor of Cochinchina—was the direc- 
tor of public education, with power over admissions. My uncle bribed 
Cognacq’s secretary, an alcoholic Vietnamese. The clerk pretended to 
get drunk and spilled ink over the birth certificate my uncle had sub- 
mitted with his application, making it illegible. Trinh was told to pro- 
vide another one, and he presented a new one with the birth date now 
changed back to the correct year. But that was not the end of his prob- 
lems. His graduation grades were too low to get him into the medical 
school, his first choice. So he bribed the same clerk to give Cognacq— 
an avid collector of antiques—a beautiful old Vietnamese vase. Cognacq 
waved the grade requirement, and my uncle was accepted. My father 
found out later that his brother was only one of several unqualified can- 
didates that Cognacq had admitted in exchange for bribes. 

With the option of attending the vocational school closed off, my 
father got married and returned to finish his high school. Again, he was 
the first in his class, outdistancing his classmates in every field and win- 
ning first prize for every subject. When he passed with honors the brevet 
supérieur, the first student in Vietnam to get this degree, he became 
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famous, and newspapers carried articles about his achievement. He also 
became the darling of the school officials and teachers, one of whom told 
him that she could get him a teaching job with the salary of 100 plasters 
per month, an enormous sum for my father who was not only poor but 
also saddled with a wife. He was tempted, but my grandfather wanted 
him to continue studying in order to get into Hanoi’s College of Law, 
the most prestigious institution in Indochina at the time. The high 
school director then offered to get my father, a scholarship to go to 
France. Such scholarships, along with simpler emigration procedures, 
were part of the colonial authorities’ effort to encourage the Vietnamese 
to go to France to study. Later, when they realized that many of the stu- 
dents were going there to engage in political activities—rather than to 
get an education—the colonial regime would try to reduce their num- 
bers. My father was sorely tempted by the prospect of an adventure in 
France, but had to turn down the offer because he did not want to leave 
my mother behind. In 1921, he graduated from high school and was 
now old enough for Hanoi University. As his father had wished, he 
enrolled in the school of law, which trained students to become func- 
tionaries. The choice made sense because, even at this time, government 
employment still offered the best salary and the highest prestige in the 
country. 

My father moved into the dormitory, as required. After their wed- 
ding in 1919, my father had lived for about a year at his mother-in-law’s 
house. This common practice was called gui re, roughly translated as 
“parking a bridegroom,” to stress that the arrangement is temporary 
until the newlyweds could move in with the bridegroom’s family, as dic- 
tated by custom. Then, when my father’s younger brothers descended on 
Hanoi to go to school, my grandfather rented a house for them. My 
father went to stay with his brothers until he had to board at the uni- 
versity. Since there was not enough room, my mother continued to live 
at home and would see my father only briefly on Sunday during the 
school year. 

The university was the only one for all of Indochina. Most students 
came from the three regions of Vietnam, but there were also students 
from Cambodia and Laos. The Vietnamese were divided. In the old 
days, the elite shared the same classical education and Confucian values. 
There was a unifying cultural thread. After the French broke up the 
country into three distinct regions, Tonkin, Annam, and Cochinchina 
began to drift apart. Of the three, Cochinchina was the most 
Westernized. It was ruled separately as a colony, under French law, and 
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had more political freedom. It had the most economic potential and 
enjoyed the highest level of economic development, which gave rise to 
a much larger class of entrepreneurs, businessmen, and large landowners. 
The elite in Saigon was more French than anywhere else in the country; 
some even acquired French citizenship. Contacts between people of the 
three regions diminished, because it was no longer possible to circulate 
freely. Those that wanted to go from Annam or Tonkin to Cochinchina 
had to get a passport. Under this French policy of “divide and rule,” nat- 
ural regional differences became exacerbated and divisive. 

The deepest division was between students from Tonkin and those 
from Cochinchina, who rarely socialized with one another. The ones 
from Annam usually remained neutral. Cambodians and Laotians did not 
want or bother to get involved. Tonkinese and Cochinchinese students 
had frequent fights, often over the slightest things, such as the cafeteria 
menu. All students had to live on campus, but everything was free, 
including the food. Each month, students selected one of their own to 
set up the menu for lunches and dinners to be prepared by the kitchen 
staff. When their turn came, students from each region would take the 
opportunity to ask for their favorite dishes. But those from the other 
regions would find them inedible. Tonkinese would criticize the 
Cochinchinese menu, and vice versa, and pretty soon the hotheaded 
youths among the two groups would come to blows. But the friction 
existed more among the young students than among those who were 
more mature. Many of these were already married, like my father, and 
others were low-level government functionaries who decided to go back 
to school. Regional differences could be overcome, and friendships 
developed, especially since students did share one thing in common: 
their elite class background. My father got to know some of his south- 
ern classmates, who later became colleagues and even lifelong friends. 

Besides having his room and board paid, each student also received a 
small monthly stipend. After deducting expenses like books and break- 
fasts—which were not provided by the school cafeteria—and tips to 
the servants who cleaned the dorm, my father still had enough left of his 
subsidy to spend on rickshaw rides and entertainment. Compared with 
the province, Hanoi had richer possibilities. There was a cinema near 
the central lake. Hanoi also had two theaters: one offering northern cheo 
operas, and one specializing in cai luong, or reformed operas that originat- 
ed in the south and were beginning to sweep the country. 

There was also entertainment on campus. In the evening, music filled 
the air, as students played their favorite regional traditional instru- 
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ments. One of the southern students who was a good cai luong singer and 
who later on became a province governor in Cochinchina would 
rehearse his music before performing at the local theater where he moon- 
lighted as an actor. On Saturday nights the campus emptied, as students 
left to go home or to have a night out on the town. In their Western 
suits and bow ties, the students, especially those from the south, cut an 
elegant silhouette in Hanoi. Their classmates from the more conservative 
regions of Annam and Tonkin reverted to their Vietnamese costumes for 
the weekend. A few students would venture into Kham Thien—the 
red-light district of Hanoi—where traditional singers plied their trade, 
and where they could stay for the night. It is possible that my father 
might have acquired his lifelong passion for a dao singing from a few vis- 
its to this area during his university days. But the students’ freedom was 
brief, and they had to return to the dorm by nine o'clock in the evening 
of the next day at the latest. Everyone tried to get back on time before 
the French supervisor made his rounds, to avoid being punished and con- 
fined to school the following weekend. 

Another form of entertainment for the students was spectator sports 
such as soccer and bicycle racing, new to the country. Sports events 
existed in the old days, but consisted only of games such as wrestling, 
climbing up a greased pole, or demonstrations of martial arts during vil- 
lage festivals. The colonial government rarely acted without a political 
motive, and the introduction of Western sports was no exception. It 
was done to divert the young from dangerous political activities. 
Unaware of or unconcerned about the ultimate political aim, the young 
responded enthusiastically. A physical fitness fad developed, and many 
youths eagerly took up soccer, weight lifting, bicycling, and swimming. 

My father sometimes watched soccer games and bicycle races but 
rarely went out with his friends to sports events or anything else. On 
weekends, he simply rushed home to be with his family—not with his 
wife, but with his brothers in the rented house. My mother would drop 
by on Sundays to see him. Even then, because of the lack of privacy and 
the prying eyes of my father’s siblings, who were always ready to make 
fun of them, my parents were too shy to even talk to each other, let alone 
show any affection. They could spend time with each other only during 
the summer, when they went home to my grandfather's residence for 
vacation. My parents accepted this arrangement. My father was still in 
school, and they could not afford to live on their own. Besides, they did 
not have a passionate relationship, and did not feel they had to be with 
each other frequently. 
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Like other marriages at the time, theirs was a family rather than a 
personal affair. It was a union of two families of equal social standing 
and not a union of two individuals in love, and the main purpose was to 
procreate and perpetuate the lineage rather than to share a lifetime of 
love and companionship. My father had come close to getting married 
twice, but both times the intended bride died. By the time the match- 
maker found my mother for him, my father was desperate, because he 
had already reached the advanced age of nineteen. He quickly accepted 
the idea of marrying my mother. Of course, even if he had objected, it 
would have done no good because his parents had already decided for 
him. The same was true for my mother. When her mother asked her 
what she thought, my mother said what every girl in the same situation 
would have said, “Ill sit wherever my parents tell me to sit.” Though 
affection and companionship developed after they married, my parents’ 
relationship was held together more by bonds of duty than of love. 

By the time the young began to rebel against the tyranny of the fam- 
ily and search for individual freedom in the late 1920s, my parents and 
many of their peers were already locked in the kind of loveless, arranged 
marriages that these youths condemned. But my parents did not feel 
sorry that they had missed this social wave. Throughout their lives, they 
believed that unions based on nghia, or duty, which lasts a lifetime, were 
stronger than those based on love, which usually fades away. In their 
view, the youths of the next generations who married for love did not 
end up finding more happiness. Not only that, their marriages were 
more fragile because they were not sustained by nghia. 

My parents were typical of their generation. They had their feet in 
both the old Vietnam that was disappearing and a new Vietnam that 
was only just taking shape, but their hearts were still with the old 
world. At school, they acquired a French education and a Western 
veneer, but at home they fell easily back into the rhythm and values of 
traditional family life. Despite my father’s Western appearance, his soul 
remained very Confucian. Once back in my grandfather's residence, my 
father would take off his Western clothes, put on the traditional cos- 
tume, and play the role of the filial son, deferring to his father in every- 
thing. Although the next generation would chafe under this kind of 
parental authority, my father felt no kinship with the new youthful 
rebellion. Instead, he was alarmed by the rising attacks against the old 
traditions and by the calls for more individual freedom at the expense of 
the family. 

Indeed, the family—his own and his extended family of parents and 
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siblings—was the center of his universe. Like his grandfather and 
father, he believed that his ultimate goal in life should be to protect it 
and ensure its survival. Throughout his career, this concern would 
always override other considerations. Within the extended family, his 
father stood at the apex in importance. Next came his mother and his 
oldest brother, the most direct male descendant who would perpetuate 
the cult of the ancestors and whose authority ranked second only to that 
of his father. After that came his wife and other male siblings. My moth- 
er did not resent her lack of importance within the family. She accepted 
that in her husband’s household she was only a small cog in the 
Confucian wheel. My father was not as demanding as his father had 
been toward his wife. He paid more attention to her and showed more 
affection. He listened to her more and tried to please her more. But my 
mother knew her place and endured her low profile. She would devel- 
op a knack for acceptance that would astound me later. While some 
women were beginning to clamor for liberation from family tyranny, my 
mother just looked on all this agitation with curiosity and with disap- 
proval. 

While these debates were raging outside in newspapers and books— 
the main sources of radical ideas—my father buried himself in school 
work, studying morning, noon, and night. He felt he could not afford not 
to succeed, and pressured himself to finish school as quickly as possible 
so he could go out and find a job to support his family. In the summer, 
he would relax for a few weeks, and then would hit the books to cram 
for the examen de passage, the exam that would allow him to move on to the 
next level. Every night, he would study under his mosquito net with a 
small oil lamp. He got so little sleep toward the end of the summer that 
my mother would worry about his health. In his second year in law 
school, my mother gave birth to their first child, Luat—a daughter. The 
stress became so intense that my father began to develop an ulcer. Then, 
toward the end of the summer of that year, he came down with malar- 
ia. Instead of studying for the examen de passage, he lay in bed shivering and 
shaking. He was deadly sick for three weeks and, by the time the dis- 
ease had run its course, was too exhausted to cram for the exam. 
Fortunately, he managed to pass anyway. 

With Luat’s birth, my mother moved in with my father’s parents in 
Nghia Hung County, in Nam Dinh Province. At the end of his third 
year, my father had to pass the last hurdle, the formidable graduation 
exam. Just as he was getting ready for it, Luat was struck by tetanus. 


The beautiful little girl with the clear bright eyes was two years old, 
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and just beginning to talk. To avoid worrying him at this crucial time, 
my mother and the rest of the family kept the news from him. Then, 
while he was in the middle of the exam, Luat went into convulsions and 
died. This news was also kept from him. Unaware of the tragedy, he 
made one last burst of effort and passed, becoming one of the first three 
students in Tonkin to graduate from the school of law. He learned of his 
daughter's death only when he went back to Nghia Hung with the news 
of his success. He grieved over the loss but remained stoic and did not 
reproach his parents and my mother for having kept him in the dark 
about her condition, accepting the explanation that there was nothing 
he could have done to save her and that they had acted in his—and the 
family’s—best interest. As did my mother, he would bury the memory 
deep within himself. Decades later, when we talked about the circum- 
stances of my sister’s death for the first time, he would choke back tears 
and I would see that the pain was still there, even after all those years. 

My father graduated in 1924—twelve long, hard years since the day 
he arrived in Hanoi, wearing his traditional robe and the long tuft of 
hair that bounced on his back. There was no triumphant return to Van 
Dinh for him. That custom had disappeared along with many others. But 
my grandfather held a big celebration at his residence. To give the place 
a festive air, he had a string of lights hung under the eaves and illumi- 
nated at night. A rich merchant sent a group of musicians to perform for 
the celebration, one of the first bands in the Red River Delta that could 
play French music. So when my grandfather prostrated himself in front 
of the ancestral altar to report the news of my father’s graduation, they 
struck up not the traditional ritual music, but the Marseillaise, the French 
national anthem. 

Perhaps it was fitting that my father’s personal success was high- 
lighted by the Marseillaise. At the time, France stood triumphant in 
Vietnam. There were currents of opposition, but the country was gen- 
erally quiet, as though the people had resigned themselves to their fate. 
Pessimists even began to believe that, just as among the species, nations 
that were weak—like Vietnam—vwere destined to be dominated by 
those that were strong—like France. It was in this national mood of pes- 
simism that my father began his career. 
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My father received his first 
appointment in September 1924 as 
a commis trainee, fourth class, in the 
Finance Bureau in Hanoi, with a 
respectable salary of 100 piasters 
per month. He and my mother 
immediately moved into the city 
and rented a house. When he got 
his first month’s pay, my father 
went out and bought a “dress for 
success” wardrobe: two pairs of 
shoes, a brand-new umbrella, and a 
couple of Western suits. He pur- 
chased a rickshaw with rubber 
wheels, and hired a puller to take 
him back and forth from his office. 
My father now began his career as a 
bureaucrat, with an uneventful 
daily routine that people referred 
to as “leaving home with an 
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umbrella in the morning, and coming home with it at night.” My par- 
ents settled into a comfortable lifestyle, complete with a staff of servants 
and a cook. For the first time since their marriage, they had a home of 
their own, but they were still paying off my grandfather's debts and 
sending money to my father’s younger brother studying in France, so 
they usually were broke by the end of the month. 

My father’s job was typical of the government positions available to 
the Vietnamese. Higher level jobs were monopolized by the French. 
The Vietnamese elite was, of course, unhappy with being kept bottled 
up in lower positions, but it was a take-it-or-leave-it situation. Except 
for the government, there was no other viable outlet for employment. 
The finance office, headed by a Frenchman, had about five sections, each 
staffed with four or five clerks. My father quickly mastered the paper- 
work routine that he found so boring that he would take as many days 
off as he could get away with, often sending his rickshaw driver to the 
office with a note saying he was sick. Yet he still managed to impress his 
French boss with his efficiency. 

The years my father spent as a bureaucrat—from 1924 to 1929— 
were a period of dramatic economic expansion. Encouraged by the 
promise of stability, cheap labor, economic privileges, and tax shelters, 
French capitalists, newly recovered from World War I, invested heav- 
ily in the country. They put their money mainly into enterprises that 
would produce raw materials for export, such as coal and rubber. By 
1924, the investment had triggered a boom that benefited mostly 
French firms. The expansion, however, came from the sweat of many. 
Almost a third of the capital was poured into rubber plantations in 
Cochinchina, which imported thousands of laborers from Tonkin and 
Annam to tend the trees and gather the sap. The laborers were destitute 
peasants who were dragooned into these plantations. Once there, they 
found concentration camp-like conditions. However, they were bound 
by contracts, and if they tried to escape and were caught, would be 
viciously punished. 

Housing was crude and built in muddy and swampy areas. Food was 
inadequate and water was contaminated; malaria was rampant. The 
back-breaking work began in the early morning hours, and did not stop 
until after nightfall, most of it performed in the blistering heat or in the 
drenching downpour of the monsoon season. Under these terrible con- 
ditions, it was not surprising that many laborers died. Their plight hor- 
rified their countrymen and came to symbolize the degradation of colo- 
nialism. It also shattered the myth of the mission civilisatrice. Even when 
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I was growing up three decades later, I still heard stories of their terri- 
ble suffering, long after the inhuman practices had stopped. 

The year after my father started his job at the finance office, opposi- 
tion to the French became more militant and more structured. Before, 
nationalist leaders had placed their faith in modern education to free 
their countrymen or their hope in French reforms. There were no orga- 
nized political movements. When they saw how their faith in reforms 
had been misplaced, the new generation of leaders turned to armed resis- 
tance and political organization to achieve their aims. The most revolu- 
tionary and effective of these leaders was Ho Chi Minh. Ho had left the 
country in 1911, disillusioned by the failure of previous generations of 
activists to end colonialism and determined to find a new answer. He 
drifted to America and to England, but found no sympathetic ears or 
programs of action that he thought would bring a solution. He finally 
settled in Paris in 1919. At first he tried to appeal to the French gov- 
ernment and other Western powers to help Vietnam. But after he was 
given the cold shoulder everywhere, a frustrated Ho concluded that the 
Vietnamese would have to win their freedom back themselves, not by 
pleading but by violence. 

At this time, Russia was advocating the liberation of Asian colonies. 
This immediately caught Ho’s attention and he left for Moscow in 1923 
to obtain revolutionary training. Two years later, he made his way to 
the Chinese border, recruiting among the Vietnamese exiles and build- 
ing his movement. Beginning from this date, the communist ideology 
would guide the Vietnamese fight for independence. Ho’s movement 
would differ from those that preceded it in several important aspects: It 
would be national in scope; it would be a mass movement; it would have 
a social as well as a political agenda; and it would have links to the out- 
side world via the communist movements in other countries, includin 
France. It would also be sustained by the unshaken belief that history 
was on its side and that victory would be certain, because capitalism 
was on the decline and communism would triumph and usher in the mil- 
lennium. 

Communist agents began infiltrating Vietnam from China and by 
1930 they had built up enough support to foment labor strikes and peas- 
ant demonstrations. In September, the communists launched their bold- 
est protests in Nghe An and Ha Tinh, two of the poorest provinces in 
Annam. Peasants in several districts revolted and seized power. They 
formed “red villages,” distributed the land they had seized, and ran 


these districts for three months. In their revolutionary zeal, they also 
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attacked landlords, well-to-do families, and educated people. These 
attacks scared the middle class and, for the first time, gave them a fright- 
ening glimpse of what life would be like for them under communism. 
Accordingly, they threw their support behind French efforts to suppress 
this movement and restore order. The repression was brutal and effec- 
tive. Thousands were arrested and deported to penal colonies, including 
practically the entire leadership of the Communist Party. By the end of 
1931, it looked like this party was finished. 

Mandarins whose districts were embroiled in protest marches got 
into trouble with the French, who held them responsible for the break- 
down in public order. A friend of my father’s lost his job in the after- 
math of a demonstration in his district. He was dismissed from office for 
one year, and although he was reinstated later, the incident left a black 
mark in his dossier, and his career suffered. This period of disturbances 
made life difficult for the mandarins. If the communist red flag with the 
hammer and sickle was raised in a village, the local mandarin would be 
summoned by the résident and given a dressing-down. If communist 
leaflets were disseminated in his territory, the mandarin would be given 
a warning. Furthermore, the French security police would arrive to 
investigate and question him, and quite likely the province résident 
would begin to suspect his loyalty, competence, or both. Whenever an 
incident took place in a province, all the mandarins would receive a con- 
fidential memo telling them what had happened and ordering them to 
increase their vigilance. 

It was at this time of political ferment that my father decided to 
switch from being a finance bureaucrat to being a mandarin. He was 
well regarded and well paid, but he felt restless in a job that he found 
devoid of challenge and social prestige. Looking back on his family tra- 
dition, he thought that unless he could become a mandarin, he would 
never measure up to his grandfather and father. Although radicals were 
condemning the mandarin system as obsolete, my father—and other men 
who shared his traditional background—continued to yearn to join its 
ranks. He decided to try his chances in the highly competitive exam that 
the French held each year to select just a handful of mandarins, and suc- 
ceeded. The Finance Office tried to retain him with a big promotion 
and a substantial raise, but he turned them down and left Hanoi for the 
remote district of Hat Tri, in Phu Tho Province, to assume his new posi- 
tion. There he would begin the kind of life that his grandfather and 
father had led. 


Located in the midlands of Tonkin, this large province is surrounded 
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by hills and traversed by several rivers, including the upper reach of the 
Red River and its two large tributaries. One of them, the Clear River, 
ran through my father’s district. These rivers provided a convenient way 
for the local people to carry forest products into the delta for sale, but 
also posed a threat, and had to be contained by a network of dikes. Due 
to the hilly terrain, there were not enough rice fields to even feed the 
small population of 300,000. But people survived by supplementing 
their diet with other crops, such as manioc, sugarcane, and sweet pota- 
toes, and by earning extra income from selling forest products, such as 
lacquer varnish, wood pulp for paper, and leaves for roofing. The cli- 
mate of the province was considered unhealthy because of its abrupt 
changes in temperatures and because of rampant malaria. Phu Tho was 
known as a “poisonous water” region, because of the belief that its water 
was the source of this dreaded disease. 

With its hills and forests, Phu Tho throughout history had been a 
favorite hideout of rebels and bandits. My great-grandfather Duong Lam 
had battled bandits there when the province was still known under its 
old name of Hung Hoa. In 1930, the province was again a trouble spot, 
having just seen a courageous, but disastrously unsuccessful mutiny by 
Vietnamese soldiers in the colonial army. It was not the kind of post one 
would have chosen to begin a mandarin career, but my father accepted 
it when it was offered. 

With the upsurge in violent protests, maintenance of political secu- 
rity was a much bigger responsibility for my father as a mandarin than 
it had been for my grandfather. Despite their no-holds-barred suppres- 
sion of the 1930 uprisings, the French were afraid that they had not 
wiped out the troublemakers. When my father arrived in Phu Tho, man- 
darins in the province had received orders to heighten their vigilance, 
and had been told in no uncertain terms that they would be held respon- 
sible for any protest or anti-French activities in their territories. To keep 
track of outsiders who might try to infiltrate the province to disseminate 
propaganda and recruit sympathizers, each village chief had to maintain 
a list of strangers who passed through. Once in a while, the mandarins 
would conduct a surprise night patrol in the villages to see whether the 
watchmen were making their rounds and whether any suspect activities 
were taking place. Or they would drop in unannounced to check 
whether the village chief had kept his register up-to-date. In addition, 
each district magistrate had to maintain a top secret list of any political 
suspects in his territory, which he kept locked in his desk drawer. 

With the communists busily trying to convert peasants, the 
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mandarins had to compete with them to win the allegiance of the peo- 
ple. They could no longer remain as distant authority figures who gov- 
erned by wisdom and virtue. To force the magistrates to meet the peo- 
ple and forge closer ties with them, the French province résident required 
each mandarin to make weekly visits to the villages in his territory, in 
addition to the surprise inspection tours. My father could choose his 
own villages to visit, but after each trip, he had to file a report to the 
résident. Later, this practice was dropped, perhaps because the résident 
felt the communists and other nationalists were not a threat in his 
province. Still, my father thought these visits were useful in helping him 
run his district, so he continued to make his weekly rounds. They 
allowed him to stay on top of the local situation, uncover the villagers’ 
needs and wishes, and build closer ties with the village leaders, the elite 
who could rally the peasants and help him carry out projects. Once he 
found out what the villagers needed, he did what he could to help. 
Besides satisfying his desire to do good, this tactic also had a practical 
aim: to win the support of the villagers, without which his work would 
be harder, since he no longer enjoyed the unquestioned authority man- 
darins had in the old days. 

These village visits were not always easy to make, because of the 
hilly terrain and the lack of passable roads. My father owned a car, a 
sporty black Renault—a convertible with a sloping, pointed end that 
the Vietnamese called “a duck's behind’—that he had bought with a 
20o-piaster loan my mother had obtained for him. If he had to go to 
remote villages with no road big enough for his car, he would ride the 
pony that he kept in the stable at his residence. Sometimes he would 
spend days riding from one village to the next, feeling lonely as he 
crossed the vast Dong Mo grass plain on the back of his pony. When he 
could take the car, he cut quite a dashing figure, sitting in the back 
between two armed guards, while the chauffeur eased the shiny car— 
with its top down—along the country roads. 

Although being a mandarin was hard work and paid less than the 
new job at the finance office would have given him, my father enjoyed 
it a lot more than the dull routine in Hanoi. What he liked most was 
being able to use the little power he had to help people. He knew he 
could not change the situation or influence policies, so he saw his role 
mainly as a buffer, shielding the peasants from the excesses of the colo- 
nial regime as best he could. The work could be frustrating, but it was 
never boring. No two days were alike, and every day brought different 
challenges. One aspect of a mandarin’s job had not changed: He was still 
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a jack-of-all-trades, and everything in his district was his responsibility. 
On days when he was not out visiting villages, he would take care of 
administrative matters and see petitioners. Even before the office 
opened, the courtyard would be thronged with people wanting to see 
him. His office was only across the quadrangle from the residence, so 
from our house my mother could see the crowd, and she would wonder 
whether my father would be able to handle the crush of business during 
the working hours. Somehow, though, he always managed to dispatch 
all the day’s cases. 

My father’s work did not end at dusk. Many nights, he would have 
to take a detail of soldiers with him and rush out into the darkness to 
look for opium smugglers, or he might get a report that a group of peas- 
ants were gambling with the game of soc dia, guessing the combination of 
coins under an inverted bowl on a plate, and he would have to go and 
stop them. Other nights, he would receive a report of suspect activities 
or of a robbery in a village, and he would have to go and investigate on 
the spot. On nights when he was not out patrolling, pursuing criminals 
or opium smugglers, or breaking up gambling sessions, he would stay up 
until two or three o'clock in the morning to catch up on paperwork. 

My father also had to serve as a judge for minor cases involving small 
fines and as an arbitrator for civil litigation. He would refer serious 
criminal cases to the province. But first, he would have to conduct an 
investigation and question the suspects, victims, and witnesses. My 
older brothers remember seeing prisoners being brought into the tri- 
bunal all trussed up. If the suspects refused to talk, my father would 
bang on the table and shout to intimidate them, or he would threaten 
them with physical punishment. A soldier standing nearby with a rat- 
tan switch would glare at the suspects and make them quake with fear. 
In fact, though some mandarins were quite ruthless with their mterro- 
gations, my father was too kindhearted to carry through with his 
threats. Usually he relied on his clever questioning and his thorough 
investigation to build up his cases. Then the suspect and the file would 
be transferred to the province. 

My father had one assistant and three clerks to help him with the 
voluminous paperwork. Everything had to be documented, reported, 
and filed. The only way to relay all these documents up and down the 
administrative chain was to have someone carry it by hand. This job of 
chay giay—literally, “running with the paperwork”—was performed by 
three unarmed militiamen called the linh le, who were assigned to my 
father as orderlies. In the office, these militiamen were at the bottom of 
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the totem pole—standing guard, fetching things for my father, even run- 
ning errands for my family—but when they carried official documents to 
a village they put on airs. As my father’s personal attendants and repre- 
sentatives, they expected the villagers to show respect and, most impor- 
tant of all, to entertain them with a meal. Since peasants considered 
boiled chicken dipped in salt, pepper, and chopped lemon leaves a del- 
icacy, village notables would usually serve this dish to the linh le as proof 
of their hospitality. 

To enforce the law in the whole district, my father could rely on only 
five or six armed militiamen. They were badly trained, and rarely if ever 
had to fire a shot during their whole military career. Once a year, they 
would report to the French province military commander, who would 
refresh their rusty skills with a session of target practice. This training 
did not make them feel any more comfortable with their firearms, and 
their hands would shake whenever they had to raise their rifles and take 
aim. My father thought they were more of a menace than a help. 
Whenever he took them in the car to pursue robbers, he would order 
them not to load their weapons, afraid that the bumpy ride over rough 
roads would make them discharge their rifles and kill someone. 
Ultimately, as security in the countryside deteriorated even more, the 
French would hand over its maintenance to their own secret police. 

The rhythm of a mandarin’s work remained unchanged, still dictated 
by the seasons, the cycle of rice growing, and the ebb and flow of vil- 
lage life. Each year was marked by three high points: the tax collection 
right after the fifth month’s harvest, the high-water season with its 
threat of flooding in June—right on the heels of the tax season—and the 
insecure time around the lunar new year when thefts and robberies 
reached their peak. Of these, tax collection ranked at the top in terms 
of difficulty, especially since my father had only one month to collect the 
money and deposit it into the province treasury. As in the old imperial 
days, it was up to each village to distribute the taxes among its families, 
as long as it collected the correct amount. If the village was corrupt, the 
rich and powerful would conspire to lessen their own burdens and make 
their neighbors pay more than their fair share. Tax collection gave cor- 
rupt village officials an opportunity to pocket some of the money, and 
this could lead to charges and countercharges. Each year, dispute after 
dispute would erupt, and people with grievances about the tax distrib- 
ution. or the collection itself would throng to my father’s office to lodge 
complaints. 

After the taxes were delivered, before he could catch his breath, my 
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father would have to gear up to battle the threat of flooding during the 
monsoon season. Many nights, he would drop in on a village located 
near a critical section of the dike to make sure a watchman had been 
assigned to keep an eye on the water level. If the river became threaten- 
ing, my father would leave his residence and literally live at the dike, 
like Duong Lam had in his time, to mobilize peasants and supervise the 
reinforcement work. Following the high-water season, things would 
more or less quiet down until the approach of Tet, when my father 
would have to increase his night-time patrols. Sometimes he would take 
a few armed militiamen to a distant village or to one that he knew had 
a security problem. Once there, they would walk around to check 
whether the watchman was doing his job. My father felt it was impor- 
tant for him to go on these patrols, to demonstrate to the people that he 
was concerned about their security. If he received a report in the middle 
of the night that a village had been robbed, he would rush to the scene, 
even if a storm was raging. He knew full well that by the time he 
arrived, the robbers would be gone, but he would do it anyway, just to 
show he cared. When he reached the crime scene, he would conduct a 
search, interrogate suspects, and make an arrest if he found enough 
incriminating evidence. 

After slightly more than a year in Hat Tri, my father was promoted 
to Cam Khe, a larger district, also located in Phu Tho Province. The 
promotion was both good and bad. Of all the districts in the province, 
Cam Khe was the most difficult to run. The people were more stubborn 
than those in Hat Tri, and their village chiefs were not at all reticent 
about lodging complaints against their magistrate with the French rési- 
dent. Another headache for my father was the presence of a French plan- 
tation that formed a world unto itself, and was outside his authority. 
Although they were living and working on Vietnamese soil, Europeans 
and their properties could be dealt with only by the French officials 
themselves. The original owner had obtained his property when the 
colonial authorities were making land concessions to settlers, in the 
belief that the string of plantations would form a barrier against the 
infiltration of armed bands into the unpacified delta. By the end of the 
nineteenth century, large French concessions dotted the midlands, grow- 
ing cash crops like coffee, jute, tobacco, and tea. Most of the owners 
lived not on their plantations, but in Hanoi, and paid only an occasion- 
al visit. 

The biggest security problem for my father in Cam Khe was not 


political agitation but cattle rustling. Since each peasant family owned 
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only one buffalo or ox for ploughing, losing their cattle was almost a 
calamity. In Cam Khe, the problem was compounded by the fact that 
the Vietnamese foreman of the French plantation was an accomplice of 
the rustlers, and would let them hide the cattle there in the owner’s 
absence. If the local mandarin was bold enough to enter, the foreman and 
his accomplices would confront them and resist a search. Afraid to cre- 
ate a clash, previous mandarins had been powerless to solve the prob- 
lem. My father, however, figured out that if he could get the résident to 
back him in a search, he would be able to arrest the culprits. Just as he 
had hoped, the résident ordered the French province military commander 
to go with him. The foreman and his accomplices did not dare to put up 
a fight, and my father found two stolen buffaloes, which he seized as 
evidence. The foreman was arrested, taken to the province capital for 
trial, and executed. This frightened the rustlers and put a stop to their 
activities. 

As time passed, my father discovered that being a district magistrate 
brought satisfaction as well as feelings of guilt. Like his father before 
him, he sometimes had to enforce policies that did not meet his own 
standard of fairness. The job he disliked the most was recruiting con- 
scripted laborers to work on public projects in abominable conditions, 
although he was fortunate that during his career he had to do this only 
once: sending workers to build the road leading to Lao Kay near the 
border with Laos. This happened near Tet. To make up for having had 
to send them away from home at a time when families gathered togeth- 
er to celebrate the new year, my father paid them a special visit. He 
brought with him huge bamboo hampers filled with the treats that peo- 
ple usually ate at Tet to distribute to the workers. He had bought the 
food with his own money. It would be fair to say that my father was one 
of just a handful of mandarins who would show such concern for con- 
scripted laborers. 

But being a mandarin also had its rewards, wanted and unwanted. 
One of these was the constant stream of gifts that villages brought to our 
residence. This was an old custom that had persisted. In the old days 
when mandarins could barely survive on what the court paid them, 
these gifts were very helpful in keeping them afloat. They were not cost- 
ly, but it meant a lot to the villagers to have them accepted. If a village 
held a feast, a sample of the food—nicely arranged in a round, red- 
lacquered box—would be conveyed to my father. After the harvest, vil- 
lage chiefs would send a basket of the new rice to my father as a gift. 
Even wild boar would be brought to our house. During his time in the 
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provinces, special products of the areas he administered—such as 
pineapples, persimmons, and lychee nuts—would be delivered to his 
residence right after they came into season. Later, villages located on the 
coast would send him fish, some of which were so big that he did not 
know what to do with them. My father had a delicate taste when it 
came to food. He would not even touch anything that had garlic or 
onion, finding the odor too strong. The sight of the enormous dead fish 
staring at him with their glassy eyes made him feel nauseated, but he 
would hide his disgust and graciously thank the bearers for their vil- 
lages’ generosity. 

My father’s work earned him a promotion, and he was sent to Nam 
Dinh Province, a more desirable location. He would spend the largest 
part of his mandarin career here and would remember the province fond- 
ly. Several of his children—myself included—would be born here, and 
it was here that his own personal finances began to improve. By 1937, 
he had repaid the debts incurred by my grandfather, so now he and my 
mother could begin to save. The money would come in handy in 1945, 
when he was forced to retire after the Viet Minh came into power. The 
savings were made easier because my maternal grandmother was gener- 
ous with cash gifts whenever a large and unexpected expense came up. 
For example, when a Frenchman put up his sideboard, china, silver, and 
glassware for sale before going back to his home country during the 
Great Depression, my father decided he would like to buy them for 
entertaining. My mother did not relish the thought of spending so much 
money, but did not object. She went home to talk to her mother, who 
gave her the large sum she needed. 

Indeed, entertaining was my father’s favorite way to relax from the 
demands of his job. He was very social, and loved company. Except for 
a few occasions, his guests were Vietnamese. He preferred to keep his 
interactions with the French to a minimum. He never socialized with 
the province résident, and his contacts with this official were always for- 
mal and work-related. In Phu Tho, a remote and isolated province, my 
father did not have frequent visitors; now, in Nam Dinh, he was closer 
to Hanoi. He began to have a lot of guests. 

Many times during the year, several cars carrying my father’s relatives 
and friends would begin to arrive at the start of a weekend. Sometimes 
they would bring a troupe of cheo opera singers, complete with costumes, 
for a performance. On other occasions, they came to play mah-jongg or 
cards. Once in a while, the Vietnamese province governor and man- 
darins from other areas would come and visit. To feed all these guests, 
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my mother would have the kitchen staff slaughter a goat, pig, or calf, 
and roast it over an open pit. Without frequent cash infusions from my 
mother’s family, my parents would not have been able to save anything. 
Between a growing family, a large servant staff, a stream of visitors, and 
frequent entertaining, there was little left from my father’s pay by the 
end of the month. 

As Western influence grew in Vietnam, those who could afford it 
began to copy the leisure life-style of the French, taking up dancing, 
going to nightclubs, and spending time at weekend retreats in the moun- 
tains or on the beach. Some went further, smoking opium and entering 
into liaisons with the hostesses they met in the dance halls. At one 
point, a cousin of my father’s—whom we called Uncle Governor Mau— 
decided to build a cabin on the beach near Hai Hau, asking my father and 
several of his friends to contribute twenty piasters each for the con- 
struction. When the cabin was completed, Governor Mau held a house- 
warming party—a boisterous one, as he was a playboy and an opium 
addict. He had invited young women to keep his male guests company 
and to dance with them to Western music from a gramophone. None of 
the wives were asked to attend. There were also card games and opium 
smoking for those who could not get through the evening without it. 
Fortunately, my father was never attracted to this drug, preferring 
Vietnamese tobacco smoked through a water pipe. Governor Mau was 
the type of mandarin that was giving the whole system a bad name. He 
did not do anything that would hurt someone—such as arresting inno- 
cent people to extort money from their families—but according to 
rumors he was greedy and took a lot of bribes. In leading a dissolute life- 
style, my uncle had plenty of company within the elite. Their display of 
excess amidst the general poverty of the population provoked a number 
of journalists and novelists into condemning their hedonism as insens1- 
tive, if not immoral. 

My mother did not share in the excitement of my father’s life. She 
was a traditional stay-at-home wife, and my father, like other men at the 
time, never took her anywhere. Her world revolved around whatever 
official residence my family happened to occupy. My mother accepted 
her lot as normal. She did not complain, because her life was comfort- 
able and she never had to do any hard work. Her daily routine consist- 
ed of checking in on her children, making sure they were cleaned, fed, 
and clothed properly by the servants and taken to school and back by the 
orderlies; giving orders to the domestic staff and overseeing their work; 
and entertaining, if required. She had no friends. Except for the wives 
of my father’s assistants, she had no other social company. 
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My mother started bearing children right after her marriage, practi- 
cally one after another. After fourteen years of marriage, by the time she 
was thirty, she had gone through eleven childbirths. Her first two chil- 
dren had died tragically and then she suffered a couple of miscarriages. 
When she was pregnant with my brother Giu, she fainted in the court- 
yard. The doctor told her to abort, and warned her that she would die 
if she gave birth. But she said she could not kill her own child, and 
would take a chance on her own life. She was rewarded for that selfless 
act, for my brother was born healthy and my mother went on to have 
many more children. Understandably, she got tired of this endless cycle 
of pregnancies and births. There was no birth control available then, 
and although she tried abstinence as the only way to stop bearing chil- 
dren, it was not very effective. She continued to have babies and would 
give birth a total of seventeen times. 

The only result of her abstention was that my father began an affair. 
He would have eventually, regardless of what was going on at home; it 
was simply part of the culture. But my mother’s abstention drove him to 
do it sooner rather than later. His betrayal happened without any soul- 
searching or guilt on his part. To him, it was a man’s birthright to wan- 
der. There were no sacred vows of fidelity at the marriage ceremony nor 
were there religious injunctions against adultery. Neither was there an 
emotional hurdle to overcome, because love did not exist between him 
and my mother. I suspect that, in this brief liaison as in subsequent ones, 
my father was out to satisfy his lust more than to look for love. Later in 
Hanoi, he did fall in love with a singer and would take her as his con- 
cubine. 

His first affair took place while he was working in the midland 
province of Phu Tho. He was discreet about it, and my mother did not 
suspect anything until an acquaintance told her and suggested that she 
go into the province town to put an end to the liaison by danh ghen. In a 
danh ghen, a wife would find out where her husband was seeing his mis- 
tress and would go there to catch him in flagrante delicto, causing a terri- 
ble scene to make him lose face in front of his paramour and to frighten 
her off with verbal abuse or even by pulling her hair and hitting her. 
Although women generally accepted their husbands’ affairs, rationaliz- 
ing the infidelity with the saying “Under heaven, it is normal for a man 
to have a lot of women,” they still felt angry and threatened when 
betrayed, and some would resort to danh ghen to vent their feelings. My 
mother decided to follow the acquaintance’s advice, and that weekend, 
she quietly slipped into town to find out what was going on. But being 
a dignified, kind, and timid woman, she changed her mind once she 


reached the city, and turned around and left. She found this one and only 
attempt at danh ghen so distasteful that she never tried again. 

Besides danh ghen, making life miserable for their unfaithful husbands 
was another favorite revenge for jealous wives. Mostly, they relied on 
verbal abuse. When their spouses came home late at night, they would 
chew them out to keep them from going to sleep. This tactic rarely 
worked, because usually the husbands were so tired after an evening of 
dalliance that they would quickly fall asleep, even with their wives’ 
curses ringing in their ears. As far as my mother could find out, none of 
this did any good, so she simply resigned herself to the situation. She told 
herself that as long as my father did not neglect her and the children, and 
as long as he continued to treat her with affection and respect, she could 
live with his infidelities. Even to this day, in spite of the heartaches he 
caused throughout their married life, my mother still thinks of my father 
as a good husband who always fulfilled his duties to her. 

Despite the fact that the district magistrates’ wings had been badly 
clipped in the French regime, they were still the “king of the heap” in 
their districts, and our family was treated with respect by everyone. My 
brothers and sisters were so pampered by people inside and outside the 
household that they could have easily turned into spoiled brats. Servants 
would bend over backward to satisfy all their whims. If one of them 
broke down and cried over something, everyone would get anxious, 
afraid that my father would blame them. When my brothers and sisters 
were old enough to go to school, teachers and school officials let them 
do whatever they pleased, and gave them good grades even if they did 
not do any work. If they failed an exam, they would be allowed to take 
it again with answers already supplied, so all they had to do was to 
copy them into their own notebooks. Fortunately, my parents were not 
haughty and made sure that my siblings did not grow up thinking that 
it was their birthright to have others defer to them. 

In our isolation, we hardly felt the effect of the Great Depression. 
While many districts were badly affected, the areas we moved to in suc- 
cession were spared its worst impact. By 1931 the bottom had fallen out 
for the French enterprises. Raw materials and agricultural products such 
as rice and rubber, in which the French had invested heavily, were hard- 
hit by the plunge in commodities prices. French companies faltered and 
the ripple effect reached the native entrepreneurs, who were forced into 
bankruptcy; the workers in plantations, mines, and factories, who were 
thrown out of work; as well as the landlords and their tenant farmers, 


whose crop prices dropped. The Great Depression showed the 
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Vietnamese to what extent their country, once isolated under emperors 
who kept it closed to foreign trade, had become enmeshed in and sensi- 
tive to economic developments elsewhere in the world. 

The districts my father ran did not have large rice and rubber planta- 
tions, mines, or factories, so he did not have to cope with high unem- 
ployment or masses of dispossessed peasants. At the height of this world- 
wide crisis, and until after it ended, my father was in Hai Hau. This dis- 
trict was prosperous and so the impact was cushioned. Hai Hau lay on 
rich alluvial soil on the seacoast. Villagers here enjoyed two bumper har- 
vests each year without fail, rather than the one harvest that people else- 
where struggled to produce. The yield per acre was also much higher 
because of the more fertile land. Life was easy. There was no threat of 
flooding, and there was no costly dike network to maintain. Besides rice, 
the villagers also produced salt, which they sold to the government, get- 
ting a nice sum of cash for each delivery. The sea provided another source 
of food and income. So, while the drop in the price of rice had an impact, 
the production of salt and the fishing allowed villagers to weather the 
crisis better than those in other areas of the country. 

One of the side-effects of the Great Depression that my father had to 
deal with was the drop in the sale of rice wine. With their income 
reduced, fewer people in Tonkin could afford to buy the monopoly 
wine, and the sale of cheaper contraband grew. The monopoly protest- 
ed. The Fontaine distillery shareholders were powerful capitalists with 
much political clout, and they had the support of National Assembly 
deputies in Paris. The French government soon came under pressure, and 
it in turn put pressure on the governor general for Indochina. The mes- 
sage was then passed down the chain of command, and eventually the 
mandarins were told that they had to increase alcohol sales at all costs, 
on the grounds that the drop in sales was hurting the general budget rev- 
enue. Of course, the real objective was to pump more profits into the 
coffers of the monopoly. This was not the first or last time that the 
colons, backed by their powerful capitalist supporters in France, were 
able to influence colonial policy or to thwart reforms. 

Every mandarin was told that he would be reprimanded, even pun- 
ished, if alcohol sales did not improve in his territory. At every meeting 
with the résident, my father and the county magistrate of Xuan Truong 
usually found themselves in hot water, because their two areas produced 
the most moonshine, had the liveliest trade in contraband wine, and 
therefore the lowest sales of monopoly alcohol. My father at first chose 
to ignore the order, but because Hai Hau was consistently at the bottom 
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of the list for Nam Dinh Province, he was finally called into the résident’s 
office and forced to sign a paper saying that he would accept punishment 
if he did not increase sales. Luckily, the French officials’ warnings and 
reprimands were only for show, to get the résident supérieur and résidents 
off the hook and allow them to pretend they were taking action on 
behalf of the monopoly. 

In his various posts, my father had never had to confront the commu- 
nists, yet he knew where he stood with them. He understood that, as 
part of the colonial regime they vowed to destroy, he—like other man- 
darins—was guilty by association and a target in their eyes. Through 
the grapevine, he had heard stories of communist intimidation and retal- 
iation, so he knew that he would have to be careful if he ever had to deal 
with them. He had also heard of the “red villages” in Annam and of the 
attacks there against middle-class people like himself, and realized that 
he would be denied a role, if not eliminated, in the society envisioned 
by the communists. Yet he also sympathized with them because he 
understood that they were fundamentally patriots who wanted to drive 
out the French. For the rest of his career in the colonial government, my 
father would feel torn between sympathy for the cause of national inde- 
pendence and repugnance for the violent social revolution advocated by 
the communists. 

Among the mandarins, some shared my father’s sympathy for the 
nationalistic side of the communists, while most simply hated and feared 
them at the same time. A few, however, had no qualms about suppress- 
ing them. Among the most notorious in this regard were two mandarins 
related to my family by marriage: Cung Dinh Van and Vi Van Dinh. 
Cung Dinh Van was a county magistrate in Son Tay Province who 
became infamous for his arrest and torture of communist suspects. His 
favorite interrogation technique was to wire his victims to the batteries 
of his car, and then start the engine to electrocute them and make them 
confess. An aunt of mine who had married into his clan was visiting his 
household one day when she heard the screams of agony of one of his vic- 
tims. After the Viet Minh came into power, the communists got their 
revenge and Cung Dinh Van was executed. 

My uncle Trinh had married one of Vi Van Dinh’s daughters after his 
second wife died. Vi was, if not less violent than Cung Dinh Van, at 
least more subtle. He did not do things out of pure brutality, but always 
with an aim in mind. His father had been the absolute feudal lord of a 
county in Lang Son Province, and since this function was hereditary, Vi 
took it over after his father died. The French wanted to keep in Vi's 
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good graces, so they gave him special treatment, and eventually made 
him governor general of three of the most important provinces in the 
Red River Delta in succession. 

Like a feudal lord, Vi kept order by instilling fear among his people 
and treated the communists the same way he treated village officials 
who dared to disobey him or to upset things in his territory. He did not 
flinch from corporal punishment to maintain absolute control. He got 
away with this because he was so powerful and because the French did 
not want to challenge him. Of the many stories circulating about him, 
my family was not sure which ones were true. According to one, during 
a visit to a village, Vi was displeased with what the village chief had 
done and, as punishment, ordered the man to eat a weed that grew in 
the water until he became violently sick. There were also many stories 
about Vi's arresting and torturing revolutionaries, but my family could 
not confirm any of them. When the Viet Minh came into power, many 
people in Tonkin thought Vi would be executed. Yet, like the French 
before them, the communists saw him as a valuable ally and wooed him. 
He stayed in their zone, became an advisor to Ho Chi Minh’s govern- 
ment, and remained a strong supporter of Ho's movement until the bit- 
ter end. 

In 1937, my father’s ambivalence toward the communists made him 
turn down his promotion to magistrate of Xuan Truong, the largest 
county in Nam Dinh Province, because he had heard rumors that it was 
a hotbed of communist activities. As a matter of fact, Xuan Truong was 
the native area of the man known under his assumed name of Truong 
Chinh, who would later become a hard-liner in the politburo of the 
Communist Party. My father did not want to be put in a position where 
he would have to help the French suppress the communists and their 
sympathizers in Xuan Truong, fearing that it would bring retaliation 
against him and his family, but also believing that it would be repugnant 
for him to denounce his own patriotic countrymen to the colonialists for 
arrest, imprisonment, torture, and even execution. 

At this time, the communists were going through a period of renew- 
al and were rebuilding their ranks. Their resurgence was made possible 
by events in France. As fascism grew in Europe, the Communist Party 
in France allied itself with the Socialists and the Radicals to form a 
united front against this new threat. The alliance, called the “People’s 
Front,” won the national election of 1936. The victory had a ripple 
effect in Vietnam, where thousands of revolutionaries were released 
from jail. Prison had hardened these people and made them more 
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committed than ever to their cause. The moment they got out of jail, 
they went back into action. The Communist Party re-emerged, although 
Ho Chi Minh was still inactive and living in Moscow where he was out 
of favor with Stalin, who preferred other more ideologically militant 
leaders willing to put Vietnam in the vanguard of the communist revo- 
lution. Ho wanted to focus first on eliminating the French. Ho would 
not be able to restore contact with this party until 1940. 

In 1938, my father was given another promotion as county magistrate 
of Nghia Hung, the same county his own father had run. This time, he 
accepted. He knew that he would not have to cope with the communists 
there, because most of the people in this prosperous county were 
Catholics who heartily disliked communists as godless people and were 
therefore not receptive to their appeals. But while his job went along 
smoothly, a personal tragedy struck. It was here that Mao, his second 
child, went mad. Before Mao was born, my paternal grandmother had a 
strange dream, in which she saw a large eagle fly into the house and lay 
an egg that fell on the floor and broke. Grandma thought the dream fore- 
told both good and bad things. Mao was a beautiful girl, with an oval 
face, a porcelain-like complexion, dark almond eyes, a small straight 
nose, and nicely shaped lips. She was also extremely intelligent, and 
always placed at the top of every grade she attended. Then, while she 
was in high school, she suddenly began to neglect her studies, and her 
performance plummeted, plunging her to the bottom of her class. No one 
understood why. 

That summer, she went home for vacation. Her behavior was strange. 
She would shut herself up in her room and weep. When my mother 
asked her why she was crying, she kept silent. My parents summoned a 
traditional doctor, who took her pulse and said that it was extremely 
weak. He told my parents not to send her back to school, and prescribed 
a lot of herbs that had no effect. Then Mao went crazy. In those days, 
Vietnamese still believed that mental illness was caused by evil spirits 
or by bad karma, for something wicked done in a previous life. Over the 
years, my mother, with my father’s acquiescence, tried every treatment 
that she heard might chase away the malevolent spirit or dispel the 
unlucky karma and bring a cure. She would take Mao and pray for her at 
temples known for their supernatural power. I still remember when my 
mother hired a shaman in 1947 to conduct a three-day ceremony in our 
courtyard to exorcize the evil spirit from Mao. But nothing worked. 
Because of the Vietnamese belief that the crazy had been chosen by heav- 
en to bear all their families’ burdens, my parents drummed into us that 
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we should be grateful to Mao and love her. Reluctant to put Mao in an 
institution, they cared for her at home where she was free to roam the 
house and the yard. I would live with her until I left for college in the 
United States. 

By mid-1939, the colonial authorities began to crack down on the 
communists once again. The People’s Front in France was fading, and 
after the Second World War began, the French Communist Party itself 
was dissolved by order of the new government, on the grounds that the 
party was opposing the war efforts. Several of its members were arrest- 
ed and executed for sabotage. In Vietnam, the colonial authorities were 
more than happy to follow Paris's lead. Seeing the situation taking a turn 
for the worse, the communists hastily withdrew back into the shadows, 
but it was too late. Their networks were severely damaged, and several 
important leaders, as well as thousands of party members, were arrest- 
ed. The beginning of World War II and the arrival of the Japanese occu- 
pation army would change the situation for both the French and the 
communists in Vietnam. It would also change our lives. 

On the eve of World War IL, the French had been in Vietnam for 
over sixty years. During that span of time, they had transformed the 
country. They had brought modernization. They had built cities, hospi- 
tals, roads, harbors, and railroads. They had developed the country’s 
natural resources, exploiting mines, setting up plantations, draining 
land, and expanding agriculture, especially the production of rice. Yet, 
by being unwilling to share the benefits of these developments more 
equally with the local people and by refusing to restore independence to 
Vietnam, they would earn animosity instead of gratitude from the 
Vietnamese. As World War II brought dislocations and weakened the 
colonial regime, the Vietnamese would seize the opportunity to take up 
arms to drive them out of the country. 
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The Third Month 


in the Year of the Famine 


It was nine o'clock in the morning 
of March 10, 1945. The day 
before, the Japanese occupation 
army had toppled the colonial gov- 
ernment. My father had never 
thought the time would come when 
an Asian could strike down a 
Frenchman and get away with it; 
now he was watching a captain of 
the Japanese occupation army in 
Nam Dinh hit the deputy résident of 
the province over and over again on 
the head with the hilt of his 
sword. The French official lay 
crumpled on the floor, where the 
Japanese had thrown him with a 
deft judo move. Blood streaming 
down his face, he took the blows 
meekly, without a word of protest. 


My father and the province gover- 
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nor had been in the middle of a meeting when he burst into the room 
and, saying that the Japanese were pursuing him, begged my father and 
the governor to hide him. Before they could recover from the shock of 
seeing a frightened Frenchman pleading for help, the officer appeared 
suddenly in the doorway. The Japanese bowed to them very politely, 
and then went straight for the Frenchman. My father and the governor 
watched helplessly, horrified by the soldier’s blows, but they dared not 
intervene. After his anger was spent, the Japanese pulled the Frenchman 
up and led him away. My father never saw the deputy résident again. 

That incident was just one in a string of horrors in that nightmarish 
year of 1945. We first encountered the Japanese in 1943 after my father 
became assistant to the province governor. Their occupation army had 
arrived in 1940, but did not spread to the little county town where we 
were living. Now, they were right behind our house in Nam Dinh, the 
province capital. We could see their sentries guarding the barrack they 
had commandeered. We could see them marching in formation in the 
streets or riding in their military vehicles. They were unfriendly, 
inscrutable, and secretive, and did not flock to nightclubs or bars as the 
French had. They kept to themselves. As their occupation wore on and 
their requirements for supplies depleted food reserves, they became a 
heavy burden for the people to bear, and the initial curiosity, expecta- 
tion, and admiration they evoked would turn into anger and hatred. 

The Japanese presence began after Hitler had occupied France. 
Anxious to avoid defeat, the French government, headed by the collab- 
orationist Henri-Philippe Pétain, decided to accept Japan's ultimatum 
and acquiesce to the occupation of Indochina. The terms also required 
Admiral Jean Decoux, the newly appointed governor general, to pay for 
the costs of occupation; to provide Japanese troops stationed in 
Indochina with transport, food supplies, and other materials, and not to 
interfere with their movement or with their use of airfields and naval 
bases to strike at neighboring countries. By being compliant, the French 
hoped Japan would let the colonial government stay in place, which was 
exactly what the Japanese, wanting to avoid the costs and complexities 
of an outright takeover, allowed it to do at first. Although the French 
retained control and escaped the internment meted out to Westerners 
living in other parts of Asia that the Japanese had taken over, they 
nonetheless felt humiliated at having to bow to the will of an oriental 
army and fretted about losing the respect of the local people. 

The Vietnamese now had two sets of masters who competed for their 
allegiance. The Japanese tried to impress them with propaganda, cul- 
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tural events, and exhibits about their military successes over the 
Western powers, appealing to Asian pride. They touted their slogan 
“Asia for the Asians,” but paid only lip service to it. More interested in 
maintaining the status quo and preventing disturbances that would dis- 
rupt their military activities than in helping the Vietnamese achieve 
independence, they would turn a blind eye to French suppression of 
those Vietnamese who thought the opportunity had come for them to 
assail colonial rule. When they felt disturbances had become too dis- 
ruptive or when the opposition was directed at them, the Japanese 
themselves would not hesitate to arrest dissidents and subject them to 
brutal interrogations. For their part, the French pursued a two-pronged 
_ policy. At the same time that Governor General Decoux tried to keep 
the local people quiescent with more schools and with promises of 
greater participation and more equality, he also suppressed opposition 
ruthlessly to show that, despite defeat in France and acquiescence to 
Japanese occupation, his government was still firmly in control and still 
capable of subduing Vietnamese challenges to its authority. 

Like the rest of the population, my family at first felt ambivalent 
toward the Japanese. My parents and older brothers and sisters were 
impressed with their discipline and power, calling them oai, or awe- 
inspiring. At the same time, they were also afraid of the occupiers, hav- 
ing heard stories about how quick the Japanese were to punish and exe- 
cute those they believed had disobeyed their wishes. Once, after my 
family had moved to Hanoi, I saw a soldier slap and kick a boy selling 
popsicles. After that, the nasty stories I had heard about the Japanese 
became more real to me and I would run back into the house whenever I 
saw them on our street. As Japanese occupation brought not indepen- 
dence but suffering, Vietnamese admiration would turn to hatred, and 
many people—my older sister Thang included—would refer to the 
occupiers as “Fascists” and “dwarf bandits.” For the first few years, offi- 
cials like my father had no direct contact with the Japanese. Following 
the March 1945 overthrow of the colonial regime, however, with the 
French no longer acting as a buffer, my father was thrust face to face 
with them. He found the officials he dealt with educated and courteous, 
but also ruthless in enforcing their demands for food and labor and cal- 
lous to the impact these demands had on the Vietnamese. 

The Japanese occupation turned our country into a war zone. Nam 
Dinh was an important town with a large textile mill, power plant, 
harbor, railway line, and a large army barrack that the Japanese had 
taken over, as well as distilleries supplying fuel for their transports. It 
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became a target of American planes trying to knock out military and 
industrial sites and communication lines that the Japanese could be 
using. The attacks started in August 1942. The bombings became more 
frequent as the war went on, and by 1945 there was one day when my 
father counted twenty-seven runs on Nam Dinh. Shelters were dug in 
public places such as parks, and the wailing of sirens became a part of 
our lives. 

My father’s office and our house were located near the textile mill, a 
prime target. Whenever we heard the alarm, no matter what time of 
day or night or what weather, we would run to the shelter located in 
the yard of my father’s office building, a couple of hundred yards away. 
Our bunker was just a trench dug into the ground, with a roof made 
with bamboo poles holding up a thick layer of dirt. It would not have 
saved us from a direct hit, but it was the best protection we had. 
Sometimes the sirens would wail in the middle of the night, and my par- 
ents and servants would wake all of us up and rush us to the shelter. One 
of the maids had the job of carrying my younger sister Loan, who was 
not yet a year old; another one was responsible for me, then about four 
years old. One day, before we could make it to the shelter, I heard the 
windows rattling from the bomb explosions. I put my hands on the 
panes, and the vibration I felt is one of my earliest memories of child- 
hood. But the bombs were not just rattling windows, they were killing 
innocent people living close to the targets. Some days, dozens were 
killed. My father used to attend the victims’ funerals, to offer comfort as 
an official representative of the government. During one of the services, 
he noticed that blood was still oozing out of the flimsy wooden caskets. 

War brought shortages. With imports from France cut off, and so 
much food and materials going to the Japanese, goods became scarce. 
Prices shot up as speculators hoarded merchandise to make a killing, and 
inflation became frightful. The government began to issue ration 
coupons for rice, salt, and even matches. Sugar became a luxury, and 
once in a while each family would be allowed to buy one or two kilos. 
The rations for mandarins, high officials, rich merchants, industrialists, 
Frenchmen, and people with French citizenship were more generous. As 
a mandarin, my father received rations that were double those allocated 
to the lower-level government employees, and we were also allowed to 
buy milk, coffee, cigarettes, flour, and cloth. The government tried to 
encourage local production of consumer items, but because of lack of 
skill, equipment, and materials—the result of decades of keeping 
Vietnam dependent on French products—the goods were close to unus- 
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able: Cloth was too thick and rough, newsprint was brownish, lumpy, 
and flimsy. 

In 1944, famine struck in Tonkin and north Annam. These regions 
had always been short of rice, and depended on supplies shipped from 
the south to survive. But Allied bombings of railway lines and attacks 
on shipping reduced the supplies to a trickle. Despite the severe short- 
age, the colonial government continued to force the peasants to deliver 
rice to meet Japanese requisitions. Flooding had destroyed a large part 
of the October crop that year. Yet instead of relenting, the government 
raised the quantity of rice the peasants had to deliver. Warehouses were 
bulging with food stored for Japanese soldiers, while people died by the 
hundreds of thousands. 

Conditions were appalling. Starving peasants flocked to the cities to 
beg for food that no one could spare. Rice was so scarce and so expen- 
sive that even middle-class families had to stretch out the small supplies 
they managed to get, eating two meals a day, one of which would be 
thin rice gruel cooked in a lot of water. The streets were littered with 
dying peasants, their bodies reduced to skin and bones. Every day, ox 
carts collected the dead for burial in mass graves. Nam Dinh, a populous 
city, was full of the dead and dying. At the height of the famine in the 
third lunar month of 1945, my mother saw carts piled with dead bod- 
ies passing by our house every morning, their bony legs dangling over the 
edge of the carts. My father often saw people collapsing in the street and 
dying before his very eyes. Peasants who could no longer feed their chil- 
dren tried to give them away, or just abandoned them in the streets of 
the city. These emaciated children would rummage through garbage 
piles for food scraps, or they would steal to survive. They would lie in 
wait and then snatch food packages from people as they left the markets 
or stores. This happened twice to my mother. At mealtimes, starving 
children would crowd in front of our house, hoping to get our leftovers 
when we finished. At first, when there were only a few, my parents 
gave them some food. This quickly attracted a bigger crowd than we 
could feed, however, so we stopped. 

My family managed to survive with a lot of effort and careful plan- 
ning. We had two meals a day, with one consisting of rice gruel or 
boiled taro roots. Once in a while, my mother would add some bread or 
a little meat. Yet she continued to set aside a little rice each day to con- 
tribute to the soup kitchen operated by a charity. Many families with a 
lot of children, like ours, began to let their servants go. But we kept 
ours, knowing that letting them go would be like handing them a death 


108 = the third month in the year of the famine 


sentence. One day, a former maid whom we called U Mien—U being 
the peasant term for Mommy because she had been a nursemaid and a 
surrogate mother to my brother Luong—who had left to go home years 
earlier, showed up at our house to ask for help for her starving family. 
My parents gave her some rice that saved her, her son, and a nephew, 
but not her husband. In fact, the food killed him. Crazed with hunger, 
he cooked a pot of rice in secret and ate all of it at once. His stomach 
could not handle the sudden intake of solid food. 

After eating everything that could be eaten—grass, leaves, roots, 
dogs, and rats—some people resorted to cannibalism. Parents with chil- 
dren, especially those that were plump, lived in fear of having them kid- 
napped. and eaten. Whenever my father had to travel, he would avoid 
eating in restaurants or stalls along the way, because he could not be sure 
whether the meat he was served was rat meat or human flesh. Twice, 
reports of cannibalism reached him, and he had to go and conduct an 
investigation. In the first case, the murderer was caught calmly selling 
the surplus flesh that he could not consume. In the second, he found two 
crazed parents who had slaughtered their own child and eaten it. He 
had no choice but to arrest them, try them for murder, and put them in 
jail. Another grim task he faced was to punish starving peasants caught 
stealing rice grains in the fields before they matured. Unless he could 
stop them, there would be no harvest, and even more people would die. 
Exercising his power and authority in chaotic situations like these was 
a burden he found hard to bear. 

The colonial government made no effort to deal with the famine, 
except to issue rice ration cards to the urban population to stretch out 
the supplies. The countryside was left to die. The Nam Dinh province 
government was helpless, and could do nothing for the starving. The 
only groups that tried to do something were the charitable organiza- 
tions, which went from house to house to collect rice for soup kitchens. 
Their efforts were futile, however. The food collected was too meager 
to feed the growing number of starved people that kept flocking into the 
city. The death toll finally reached two million in Tonkin and north 
Annam. Every Vietnamese who survived this period still carries vivid 
memories of the nightmare that engulfed the country—of the countless 
dead that lined the streets and roads—and regards food as precious. I 
grew up under my mother’s constant admonition to eat every grain of 
rice in my bowl. 

In early 1945, as the tide of the war began to turn against them, the 
Japanese became worried that the Allies would land in Indochina. 
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France had been liberated, and General de Gaulle had sent envoys to 
southern China to prepare for a French return to its colony. The Allies 
were dropping agents into Tonkin. And in Vietnam itself, seeing that a 
Japanese defeat was certain, Governor General Decoux cabled Paris 
swearing his commitment to de Gaulle. In reply, de Gaulle instructed 
him to work with General Eugéne Mordant, commander of the French 
forces in Indochina, to coordinate activities with the Allies and to pro- 
tect French interests. The French, ever boastful and talkative, were 
incapable of keeping their preparations secret. The Japanese soon got 
wind of their activities and decided to crush them. 

At 7 p.m. on March 9, 1945, Ambassador Matsumoto Shunichi pre- 
sented an ultimatum to Decoux, demanding that the entire colonial 
administration, including the army, navy, police, and banks, be put 
under Japanese command. Decoux refused. An hour later, the Japanese 
struck. French troops put up a feeble resistance, and then the general 
staff surrendered. Out of 20,000 French soldiers, only a few thousand 
managed to escape to southern China. The rest were disarmed and 
interned. In that one night, the colonial regime collapsed. Decoux, 
General Mordant, and other high-ranking officials were arrested and 
put in jail. 

The swift turn of events caught everyone by surprise. In Nam Dinh, 
after supper on March g, the French province résident summoned the gov- 
ernor, my father, and the chief judge—the three top province officials— 
to his house for a meeting. The résident told them he had just received a 
confidential cable from Hanoi. He said, “The Japanese are attacking in 
Hanoi right now. I’m sure Nam Dinh will be next. And when this hap- 
pens, there’s no way we can resist. We should all flee—me, the deputy 
résident, and all of you. But before you leave, I want you to burn all the 
secret files in your offices.” These files dealt with actions to be taken 
against the Japanese in concert with the Allies. After that, the résident 
handed out a pistol to each man. My father said, “Thank you, but I don’t 
want it. I don’t know how to use it.” 

After the meeting broke up, the province governor asked my father to 
go through the papers in the office and burn those that were incrimi- 
nating, then he hurried back to his house where he hid in case the 
Japanese might be looking for him. My father found a clerk in the office 
and the two of them set to work. At 1 a.m. they heard gunfire. My 
father looked up and saw shadows passing across the window bamboo 
blinds. He thought the Japanese had come to arrest him, so he quietly 
slipped home. He gathered all of us and took us to hide in an adjacent 
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park. As we were running, a bullet grazed the head of the maid carry- 
ing me. She was so frightened that she did not utter a sound, and just 
let blood trickle down her head and over me as we sat in the park. After 
the gunfire died down, my family returned home. When they turned on 
the light and saw the maid and me covered with blood, my parents 
thought both of us had been shot. It turned out most of the gunfire peo- 
ple heard that night came from firecrackers, big and small, that the 
Japanese, not wanting to waste their bullets, were exploding. In the 
still of the night, and in the general panic, everyone mistook the explo- 
sions for real gunfire. 

The next morning, everyone woke up confused and wondering what 
the coup meant, and what would happen next. The situation was chaot- 
ic in the provinces, with the top French officials fleeing or in jail. It was 
the hour of humiliation for the French. Colonial rule had been predicat- 
ed on the myth of the Europeans’ cultural superiority and military 
might, now Vietnamese everywhere saw how quickly the French could 
be brought down from their lofty perch. Frenchmen were being beaten 
up in the streets. Japanese soldiers were going to French houses and tak- 
ing their residents to jail. In Bac Giang Province, where my brother-in- 
law Hau was working, the Japanese raped the wives of the French offi- 
cials, including the province résident's wife, who was gang-raped. In gov- 
ernment offices, French employees continued to show up for work, but 
they were now under Japanese control. They behaved meekly and avoid- 
ed looking the Vietnamese in the eye. Suddenly, the French no longer 
looked so mighty to the Vietnamese. 

To calm popular fear, the Japanese announced that they had no ambi- 
tion to take over Vietnam, and that they would help the Vietnamese to 
recover their independence. The Japanese took over the top leadership 
positions, but left the administration intact and the lower French offi- 
cials in place to avoid disruption. Two days after the coup, to show that 
they were serious about giving Vietnam back its freedom, the Japanese 
asked Emperor Bao Dai to set up an independent government. The 
emperor had been a puppet of the French, and now became a puppet of 
the Japanese. Bao Dai was only twelve years old when he was sum- 
moned back from France to inherit the throne at his father’s death in 
1925. As a minor, he was obliged to rule under a Council of Regents. 
Then in 1932, after spending ten years studying in France, he returned 
to assume full power. At first, he showed vigor and ambition for his 
reign and country, but he lacked the power to carry out his plans. 
Disillusioned, he withdrew to hunt, travel, and chase women. 
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The government that Bao Dai now set up at the request of the 
Japanese was independent in name only. In fact, it was totally powerless 
and incompetent. Everything about it harked back to the old Confucian 
days, from the names of its ministries to the revival of the position of 
viceroy for Tonkin. It could not ignite any enthusiasm among the people, 
who were looking for vigorous leadership to take the country into the 
future. It floundered even in the only one valuable job that it might have 
performed: coping with the widespread starvation. 

In Nam Dinh, the Japanese handed the province administration to the 
governor, a man appointed by the new viceroy. The governor now 
replaced the French province résident, while my father assumed the func- 
tion of the deputy province résident. Every day, Japanese officials would 
come in to press their demands. They wanted more rice, at a time when 
people were dying of famine. They demanded conscripted laborers to 
build a military base in Lac Thuy, a malaria-infested region in Ha Nam 
Province. The Japanese also demanded that the governor deliver 
province militiamen for them to take to the mountain area to help fight 
the Viet Minh, who had started a guerrilla war against the occupiers. 
The militia were ill-trained troops armed only with muskets, little more 
than cannon fodder. The Japanese also insisted that more land be con- 
verted to industrial crops, like jute, to meet their war needs. This con- 
version, started under the French, now had to be accelerated. The price 
for these crops was higher, but during the famine peasants who grew 
them could not fall back on the rice they usually planted to survive. 

The Japanese officials viewed the province government as their 
agents, there to take care of their needs, thus freeing them from routine 
problems to deal with the big military picture. Every time they ran into 
some difficulty—no matter how trivial—they would come into the 
office and order the governor to find a solution. Whenever market ven- 
dors refused to sell them pork at the lower official price, for example, 
they would storm into the governor's office and demand that he force the 
merchants to comply. The one time the governor dared to resist one of 
their demands, the Japanese arrested him and jailed him in the guards’ 
barracks under the pretext that they were putting him in “protective 
custody to keep him safe from Viet Minh assassins.” My father helped 
to get him released the next day. In such a dicey situation, no one felt 
safe. My father thought he himself might be arrested any day. 

My father’s knowledge of Chinese characters now came in handy in 
dealing with the Japanese, who could not speak French, but could read 
Chinese. He began to communicate with them in writing. This helped 
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him to get us out of Nam Dinh safely. The morning after the coup, he 
decided to evacuate us to the Vu Ban district town—ten to twelve 
kilometers away from Nam Dinh—and was able to get a pass for us from 
the Japanese commander. 

With our things piled on an ox cart, my family set out on foot for Vu 
Ban. I was perched on the cart and my sister Loan was carried by a maid 
in one of two baskets suspended from a pole. The trip was like a jour- 
ney through hell. Along the way, we saw corpses lining the road, vic- 
tims of the famine. In Vu Ban, we shared a house with another family. 
There were no military or industrial targets here, so the Allied planes 
left the little town alone. Once in a while, my mother would go back 
for a day to check on my father and my sister Mao, who had both 
remained in Nam Dinh. Mao had resisted the move so fiercely, and it 
would have been such a job to drag her along and keep her from running 
away during the trip, that my parents decided to leave her behind. Each 
time my mother returned, she would find our courtyard littered with 
copper bullet shells that had been sprayed by the American planes. 
During the bombings and strafings, Mao would refuse to take shelter, 
and would wander around the yard laughing to herself. Somehow, she 
survived unharmed. After two weeks in Vu Ban, my family returned to 
Nam Dinh. 

The only group that was opposing the Japanese and dealing serious- 
ly with the famine was the Viet Minh, short for League for the 
Independence of Vietnam, which had been set up by Ho Chi Minh in 
1941 after his return to the region near the Chinese border. During Ho's 
absence from the scene, communist leaders in Vietnam had been focusing 
their energy and resources on fomenting a social revolution rather than 
on getting rid of the French. Ho was much more realistic. He knew there 
was no popular support yet for such a revolution. He made national lib- 
eration the top priority, and set up the Viet Minh as a broad-based 
coalition of middle-class, intellectual, and other patriotic people to fight 
the French. Communist leadership of the Viet Minh was firm, but kept 
well hidden, to avoid alarming those who had serious reservations about 
its ideology. The Viet Minh was supported by a host of popular associ- 
ations for national salvation, each one covering one social group, such as 
women, teachers, peasants, youths, and old people. These associations 
helped to rally the masses for the fight against the French. They also 
allowed the communists to sink their roots in Vietnamese society. 

Ho Chi Minh had a knack for looking at a situation and detecting his 
opportunity. After Normandy, he predicted the Japanese would lose, the 
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French would try to return to Indochina, and the Japanese would over- 
throw the French colonial regime to protect their army, and that in the 
ensuing chaos, there would be a power vacuum that the Viet Minh 
could fill. From his headquarters near the Chinese border, Ho began 
launching guerrilla attacks against the Japanese: ambushing convoys, cut- 
ting roads, attacking isolated military posts. Within three months, the 
Viet Minh controlled almost the entire mountain region. Alarmed, the 
Japanese began to arrest and torture Viet Minh suspects. Since no other 
groups in Vietnam had the courage to fight the Japanese, the Viet 
Minh’s daring attacks won them a lot of prestige among the people. 
Rumors of their activities reached the cities, and young people began to 
slip out into the mountains to join them. 

Early on, Ho Chi Minh recognized that the Americans could be valu- 
able allies. He contacted those operating in southern China and offered 
to help locate downed Allied pilots and to provide intelligence about 
Japanese troop movements. Since the Viet Minh was the only viable 
group in Vietnam, his offer was accepted. Ho developed a close rela- 
tionship with American officers of the Office of Strategic Services that 
were parachuted into the Viet Minh zone to work with him. They gave 
his movement little material support, but Ho was clever in exploiting 
this connection and made it appear as though he had the backing of the 
Allies. This gave the Viet Minh added prestige. From their mountain 
base, the Viet Minh began to spread toward the delta, by combining 
propaganda, political agitation, and intimidation of local officials. They 
immediately saw that the famine was a ready-made chance for them to 
win popular support. 

At this time, desperate peasants were taking matters into their own 
hands, storming granaries to take the rice. The Viet Minh moved in and 
took over leadership of this spontaneous revolt, directing “rice strug- 
gles” to break open warehouses and distributing food to the hungry. 
This too earned them a lot of support. Local officials were too intimi- 
dated and also too powerless to retaliate. Those that dared to resist 
were eliminated, On the eve of the Japanese surrender, the Viet Minh 
had gained control of most of the countryside near Hanoi, and several 
districts and counties near Hue. 

In the province of Nam Dinh, Viet Minh agents in the countryside 
spread propaganda leaflets and assassinated officials and village chiefs 
who tried to collect taxes. Local administrators pleaded for help from 
the governor's office. But whatever action the government contemplated 
was immediately divulged to the Viet Minh, who had heavily infiltrated 
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the province administration. Their agents were everywhere: in the vil- 
lages, districts, governor's office, and among the orderlies to the man- 
darins. The Japanese made arrests, but the Viet Minh continued to gath- 
er momentum in the southern part of the province. In the days before the 
Viet Minh takeover, cadres led attacks and uprisings in districts like 
Nam Truc, which my grandfather had run as a magistrate a few decades 
earlier. The Viet Minh would break into depots, seize the stored rice, 
and distribute it to the people. The peasants’ resentment of the admin- 
istration’s fecklessness was now exploding, blasting the government to 
pieces and propelling the Viet Minh to power. 

On August 8, Japan surrendered. Upon hearing the news, the Viet 
Minh immediately issued an order to the people to rise up and seize 
power. General Vo Nguyen Giap, then a trusted lieutenant of Ho Chi 
Minh, led a detachment of the Viet Minh army toward Hanoi. Peasants 
in Tonkin and northern Annam took over their villages under Viet Minh 
leadership. In the urban areas, with the power vacuum created by the 
Japanese surrender, euphoric rallies and demonstrations erupted sponta- 
neously in every city, as if a dam had broken. The Viet Minh moved 
quickly to harness this emotion. Rallies and demonstrations became Viet 
Minh affairs, with red flags, banners, slogans, and speeches calling on 
the population for support. People were so eager for leadership, they 
responded enthusiastically. 

Emperor Bao Dai and his government were helpless. Power simply 
fell into the hands of the Viet Minh, usually at gigantic demonstrations. 
On August 19, the Viet Minh took over Hanoi. My sister Thang hap- 
pened to be in the city at that time. In Chi Linh Park, she witnessed the 
storming of the office of the former French governor for Tonkin. She had 
gone to the park to meet an old classmate who had joined the Viet 
Minh. From where she stood, she saw her friend rushing forward from 
the surging and screaming crowd. Timid, Thang did not join the mass of 
protesters. Her heart pounding with excitement, she watched the begin- 
ning of the end for a government she considered a puppet of the “brutal 
Japanese.” 

After the takeover of Hanoi, one city after another fell into Viet 
Minh hands. Hue and Danang on the 23rd, and Saigon on the 25th. On 
the 30th, Emperor Bao Dai abdicated at a ceremony in the imperial 
palace and transferred power to the Viet Minh by handing over the sym- 
bols of his Mandate of Heaven: his gold sword with the ruby-encrusted 
handle and his gold seal. Proclaiming his abdication, Bao Dai said that 


he was happier becoming the citizen of a free country than he had been 


115, == the third month in the year of the famine 


as the king of an enslaved nation. The Viet Minh delegate declared the 
end of the monarchy. The imperial flag was lowered, and a Viet Minh 
banner hoisted in its place. Two days later, Ho Chi Minh appeared for 
the first time to his countrymen at a gigantic rally in Ba Dinh Square in 
Hanoi to proclaim that Vietnam was now an independent republic. 

In the provinces of Tonkin, some mandarins did not want to give up. 
On the day the Viet Minh took over Hanoi, government forces in the 
provinces were still fighting them and arresting their agents. On order 
from the royal government, however, all the provinces had to surrender. 
During that day of August 19, we heard a few scattered gunshots in 
Nam Dinh. That scared us and we did not dare set foot outside the 
house all day. The next morning, a Viet Minh delegation from Hanoi 
arrived in the city. They drove straight to the governor's residence and 
demanded a transfer of power. He had to acquiesce. On the same day, a 
three-man Viet Minh delegation entered through the open gate of our 
residence. As they reached the middle of the yard, my father came out 
to meet them. He thought they had come to take him away for execu- 
tion. They were very polite, however. The leader of the group intro- 
duced himself and reassured my father that nothing would happen to 
him. As the group turned around to leave, the leader added, “Sir, if you 
should need anything, let us know.” The next day, the Viet Minh took 
over the city without a fight. 

All over the country, the Viet Minh were emerging to seize power 
in similar scenes. The middle class was shocked and repelled to see who 
the Viet Minh followers were. To them, the Viet Minh were rough, 
tough-looking, and ignorant people, the great “unwashed” masses of 
peasants and workers. It was galling to think that these social inferiors 
would now hold power. When I asked my relatives and acquaintances 
to describe their reaction on first seeing Viet Minh followers in those 
days of 1945, they would say things like, “They looked like robbers” or 
“How could they run a government when their cadres included people 
like the barber who used to cut hair at the street corner near our house 
or the guy who had been caught stealing chickens earlier?” 

The day after they seized power in Nam Dinh, the Viet Minh orga- 
nized a large rally in front of city hall to fire up popular anger against 
the old regime and enthusiasm for the new. They asked the province 
governor to appear at the rally to give an address. It was a setup to 
humiliate him and repudiate what he represented. My father and his col- 
leagues also went, as protocol required. The atmosphere was electrify- 
ing. The Bao Dai government had been so discredited by its subservience 
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to the Japanese, and by its incompetence in dealing with the famine, that 
it was not hard to get people whipped up against it. The rally was full 
of ardent Viet Minh supporters. Some people in the crowd, however, 
had come out of curiosity and not necessarily out of support for the Viet 
Minh, whose agenda they did not yet fully understand. They had heard 
that there had been a coup, and wanted to come and see what the fuss 
was all about. 

As the governor got up to speak from the podium, he looked down 
on the sea of people, stretching all the way to the old French sports 
club, with fluttering red flags and unfurled banners that the Viet Minh 
agents had handed out. My two teenaged brothers, Giu and Xuong, 
were in the crowd, drawn like everyone else into the heady swirl. For 
weeks now, the seething activities had been like a magnet, luring my 
brothers with their novelty and excitement. Without understanding 
what they were doing, they had taken to aping the Viet Minh support- 
ers: taking part in marches, writing slogans on banners they hung from 
our balcony until my father made them take them down, and singing 
songs like the one about “exterminating the Fascists and their running 
dogs.” At this rally, Giu was in the back, near the sports club. Xuong 
was in the front rank, carrying a red flag with the yellow star. As soon 
as the governor uttered a few words, shouts of “Down with the gover- 
nor! Down with the governor!” erupted. The slogan was taken up by the 
throng, and swelled like thunder. Xuong ardently repeated the slogan, 
raising his left hand in a clenched fist, without understanding the mean- 
ing of what he was shouting. From his place in the rally, he could not 
see that his father was among the mandarins on the balcony. Seeing the 
mood of the crowd, my father and the other officials signaled to one 
another, and slipped away. 

After they took over Nam Dinh, the Viet Minh set up a committee 
to run the province. At first, they left the province officials in place to 
achieve a smooth transition. My father continued working for about two 
weeks. He wanted to resign, but was afraid that quitting would brand 
him as a “reactionary.” In spite of the courteous meeting at his residence, 
he—and his colleagues—were sure their days were now numbered. 
There was no rule of law. The Viet Minh had unlimited power, and 
could arrest and kill anyone they wanted. There was a secret police sta- 
tion near our house. One night, the Viet Minh came to arrest an agent— 
the most powerful under the French—and took him away for execution. 
In Nghia Hung County, where my father had just served, the Viet Minh 


executed a notable in front of the county magistrate’s office. There were 
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also stories of mandarins being killed in other provinces or taken away, 
never to be seen again. These arrests and executions frightened my par- 
ents. During the night, whenever they heard the sound of a car coming 
to a stop near the house, they would think that the Viet Minh had come 
for my father. Right after the takeover, my parents had sent me and all 
my siblings (except Mao) back to Hanoi to get us out of harm’s way. We 
sailed out of Nam Dinh on a rented boat; with the constant bombing, 
traveling by train was too dangerous. My sister Thang’s husband Hau 
accompanied us and would take care of us until our parents could com- 
plete the move. 

Fortunately, the chairman of the Viet Minh committee in Nam Dinh 
was a courteous and moderate man. Many Viet Minh leaders came from 
middle-class intellectual backgrounds, some even from mandarin fami- 
lies. The committee chairman in Nam Dinh himself was the son of a tra- 
ditional scholar. My father went to see him one day and asked to be 
allowed to quit. The chairman agreed and my father immediately 
slipped out of town and headed for Hanoi, where he was not well 
known and could more easily melt into the background. After he left, my 
mother and our domestic staff packed up all our belongings and sailed for 
Hanoi. One of the servants, however, chose to return to his home vil- 
lage. My family’s mandarin background had earned us the stigma of “bad 
elements” in Viet Minh eyes, so this servant wisely decided that it was 
not a good idea to remain associated with us in any way. Instead of being 
a desirable job, working for us had become a liability. Dealing with all 
this was hard enough, but my mother also had to cope with my sister 
Mao, who struggled and refused to leave. My mother, who already had 
her hands full, did not feel up to dragging her along, so she left her with 
a relative. Later, after we got settled, my mother came back to get her. 

In Hanoi, we moved into a house my mother had bought with money 
given to her by her mother. She would have preferred to buy a beauti- 
ful large villa located near the Thuyen Quang Lake, but grandma disap- 
proved. Instead, she told my mother to buy a much more modest house 
on a street not far from the largest hospital in Hanoi. The house had two 
stories, with a spiral staircase leading to the second floor and a balcony 
overlooking the front garden. A round glass window let light through 
where the staircase began to turn. I used to look through the window 
into our neighbor’s yard to observe the Chinese troops who came to 
occupy Hanoi in 1946. The space under the staircase was one of my hid- 
ing places when I played hide-and-seek with my sisters. 


Hau, an agriculture expert, loved to experiment with growing exotic 
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plants in our garden and to tend to the yard. With the famine still rag- 
ing, Hau’s skill was in great demand, so the Viet Minh let him keep his 
job in the Agriculture Department. He was the only one working in my 
family then. My father was now idle, with nothing to occupy him and 
no income. To keep from going crazy with boredom, he would visit 
friends, also made idle by the revolution. For a month or two, until our 
driver quit to join the Viet Minh army, he would make his rounds in our 
rickshaw. Looking at the way we lived, in a nice house with a staff of 
servants, riding in a private rickshaw, people would have thought we 
had unlimited resources. 

This was far from the truth. Over the years, my mother had been 
buying gold on and off with savings from grandma’s gifts and my father’s 
pay. This investment now proved to be prescient. With galloping infla- 
tion, the gold was now worth ten times what she had paid for. My par- 
ents began to sell it little by little to meet our daily expenses. But with 
no income, our savings were quickly dwindling. To stretch out the 
money, my mother embarked on an austerity program. She cut down on 
food expenses. Stews became brine water with bits of meat floating in 
it. Then she decided she should try to earn some income by going into 
business. She only broke even in her first venture: buying and selling 
corn. In her next businesses, selling soap and then matches, she lost 
money. After an associate ran off with some of her capital, my mother 
gave up. 

Besides worrying about taking care of our daily needs, my parents 
also worried about our future, which looked extremely bleak. Schools 
had been closed because of the war and the disturbances. No one knew 
when they would reopen. Even if we could get an education, the tradi- 
tional career route for our family was now gone. The Viet Minh had 
destroyed the mandarin system, one of their prime targets in remaking 
Vietnamese society. Being a mandarin was no longer a viable career 
option for my two oldest brothers, so my father suggested they go into 
business. Two young men who lived across the street were planning to 
go from Hanoi to Lao Kay, near the border, to sell cooking grease and 
votive products. Tet was approaching, a time when people ritually 
burned paper money and paper household goods to send to their dead 
relatives. The two neighbors told Giu he could join them on this trip 
and make some profit. 

The plan sounded good to my parents. Tre and Truc, the two neigh- 
bors, belonged to a family of merchants, were older, and seemed to 
know what they were doing. My mother sold an ounce of gold to buy 
the votive products and a few barrels of grease for Giu to resell in Lao 


Kay. Because of the bombing, Giu would make the trip at night. He left 
one evening, with my parents entertaining high expectations for the ven- 
ture. Suddenly, at midnight, there was a knock on the front door and 
they heard Giu’s voice. My mother jumped out of bed, opened the door, 
and found Giu standing outside. She said, “What happened? Why did 
you come back?” Giu said, “The train ride was rough, and I got tired and 
dizzy. Tre told me not to bother making it all the way to the border. He 
said he'd give me the money after Tet.” Of course, Tre never did, and the 
investment was lost. My parents should have learned from this venture 
that if my pampered brother could not take the discomfort of a trip to 
the border, he would not be motivated to do anything rigorous for a liv- 
ing. Instead, my father now decided that Giu and Xuong should go back 
to Van Dinh and grow rice for a living. My father found a piece of land 
for sale but, unable to get the price reduced, he had to drop his plan of 
turning Giu and Xuong into farmers. 

Then, events propelled my two brothers through some experiences 
they would never forget. The Viet Minh were now mobilizing everyone 
to do his or her share for a country in shambles, but also to become 
indoctrinated into their movement. The head of the Viet Minh commit- 
tee on each block made sure everyone joined. The protective wall around 
our sheltered existence came tumbling down. My parents became mem- 
bers of the Parents’and Old People’s Association, while my older sib- 
lings now found themselves thrust into a world of swirling revolution- 
ary activities: rallies, marches, meetings, speeches, slogans, campaigns, 
and paramilitary training and duties. My brothers Luong and Tuan, 
eleven and ten years old, were in the Children’s Association for National 
Salvation. My father was convinced that the main job for the children 
in the association was to keep tabs on what was happening in the neigh- 
borhood and report it to the Viet Minh. Xuong and Giu joined the 
Youth Association and were also drafted into the self-defense militia, 
along with their untrustworthy business partners Tre and Truc. For 
weapons, each militiaman had a spear, three meters in length, ending 
with a two-inch-long pointed tip. While my parents skipped their asso- 
ciation meetings and Tuan and Luong were indifferent to their group’s 
activities, Giu and Xuong thought everything the Viet Minh asked 
them to do was a lark. My parents resigned themselves to the situation, 
telling each other, “What can we do? These are the times in which we 
live.” If they got too annoyed with Giu's and especially Xuong’s zeal, 
they would console themselves with the thought that their sons were 
“too young to understand what they’re doing.” 

As militiamen, Giu and Xuong had the responsibility of maintaining 
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order and security in our neighborhood: standing guard in the street at 
night in shifts, walking up and down the block with their spears, and 
checking passers-by for identification papers. Whenever there was a 
rally, the militiamen were mobilized to attend. This was how on 
September 2, 1945, my brothers went to hear Ho Chi Minh in Ba Dinh 
Square when he proclaimed Vietnam an independent republic. 

The square was filled with people. To underline the unity of the 
population behind the Viet Minh, the crowd included Hanoi residents, 
peasants from nearby villages, groups representing ethnic tribes, and 
delegations from various religious faiths. Among those in attendance 
were members of the American OSS delegation that had worked with 
Ho Chi Minh in his mountain base. When Ho appeared on the raised 
platform, he was greeted with the thunderous chant of “Doc lap! Doc 
lap/”—independence. My brothers were standing so far back in the 
crowd that they could not see the man who had been only a name and a 
mystical figure to his countrymen. When Ho began to speak, they could 
not hear him. But even if they could have, they would not have com- 
pletely understood a speech that Ho started with sentences taken from 
the American Declaration of Independence to flatter the OSS delegation 
in attendance and, through them, perhaps win support from the United 
States. 

For the French, Vietnamese independence was no better than 
Japanese rule. In Hanoi, soldiers who had been incarcerated by the 
Japanese in the old citadel remained imprisoned. French civilians became 
the targets of Vietnamese hostility. They lived in fear of pillaging and 
attacks. French housewives could not buy food in the market, because 
merchants were afraid to sell to them. Vietnamese who were sympa- 
thetic to the plight of the French had to help them in secret. We heard 
that Nguyen Huu Tri, the man who would later on become the governor 
of Tonkin, used to pass food over his fence to his French neighbors. 

After those first exhilarating days of seizing power and shouting 
Vietnam’s independence to an indifferent world, the Viet Minh began 
to tackle the more difficult job of governing a country on the brink of 
collapse. The situation was chaotic. The Japanese were still at large, 
with their army and their weapons. The French, emboldened by the 
Allies victory and awaiting reinforcements from General de Gaulle, 
were spoiling to regain control. The Viet Minh did not even have access 
to the central bank, guarded by Japanese troops and still run by the 
French. Famine had not abated, so one of the things that my brothers 
had to do was to go around collecting rice to feed the bungry, as part of 
the “A Loving Handful of Rice” campaign, one of several launched by the 
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new government. The Vietnamese had never seen mobilization on this 
scale before. My brothers and their colleagues in the Viet Minh youth 
association, each carrying a reed basket, would make their rounds, 
knocking on doors and asking for rice donations. Most people cooperat- 
ed, partly out of sympathy and partly out of fear of antagonizing the 
Viet Minh. The youths from poor backgrounds were much more dedi- 
cated and zealous than my brothers. If someone refused, my brothers 
would turn around and leave, but the other youths would not give up 
and would insist until they got a donation. 

To signal that a new era was dawning, the Viet Minh also embarked 
on an ambitious program of social reform, banning many social vices such 
as prostitution and opium smoking. In addition, they launched a cam- 
paign to teach people to read and write in order to combat the high illit- 
eracy rate that Vietnamese generally condemned as a shameful legacy of 
French domination, and also to make it easier for their propaganda to 
reach the masses. Everyone, no matter how old, who could not read or 
write now had to attend classes. There was a poor quarter not far from 
our house. People here lived a life on the edge, in flimsy huts of straw 
and mud walls, at the foot of the dike near the Red River. The Viet 
Minh built a crude shed there, and began to give literacy classes for peo- 
ple in this neighborhood. My brothers were among the youths mobi- 
lized to teach these people the alphabet, chanting simple verses for the 
students to repeat. This was the first time that my brothers had to try 
and communicate with really poor and uneducated people. Giu and 
Xuong took this in stride, accepting it as another fun part of being in the 
revolution. 

In those dizzying days, the country was seized by patriotic fervor. 
The young responded enthusiastically to every call to action. Up and 
down the country, thousands of youths were joining the Viet Minh, not 
simply because they had been drafted into it, as were my brothers Giu 
and Xuong, but deliberately, out of a sense of determination to help keep 
the hard-won and still fragile independence. In the south, young people 
joined the Vanguard Youths in droves, including my cousin Hien, who 
was then working in Saigon, and his wife. In the north, three more 
cousins would join the Viet Minh. Reflecting the division within our 
society at the time, however, three others would leave to join the rival 
anti-French Nationalist Party. Regardless of what their political affilia- 
tion was at the time, all eight were swept up in the great patriotic wave 
of 1945. Of these eight that responded to the call of revolution, half 
would die for their cause. 

Among the cousins who joined the Viet Minh, the youngest was 
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Luc, one of my uncle Trinh’s sons. Luc was the grandson of Vi Van Dinh, 
the feudal lord of the Tay (also known as Tho) minority. Both his father 
and mother came from two of the most prominent families in Tonkin, so 
Luc had an aristocratic upbringing. At first, he led a sheltered life and 
was apolitical like my brothers. He went to the Lycée Albert Sarraut, 
where he was an average student. In 1943, the lycée closed down because 
of the Allied bombings in Hanoi, and the students dispersed. Luc went 
to live with a sister in nearby Ha Dong to continue his schooling. The 
Vietnamese students at this school were quite different from the class- 
mates Luc used to know at the lycée. For one thing, they came from a 
diverse social background, rather than from the mandarin and elite class 
alone. For another, they were more politically aware, and had a stronger 
social conscience. Many were sympathetic to the Viet Minh. 

Some of Luc’s new friends began to talk to him about this movement, 
telling him that the Viet Minh were patriotic and revolutionary people 
who wanted to expel the Japanese and French to free the country from 
slavery. They appealed to his emotions. Like the other youths at the 
time, the famine that was turning Tonkin into a hellhole horrified Luc 
and made him receptive to their arguments. For months, he had seen the 
emaciated and contorted corpses of the victims being carted away each 
morning to be dumped in mass graves, but had not connected these 
scenes of horror with the French and the Japanese. Now he was con- 
vinced that the famine was a deliberate French and Japanese ploy to 
keep the Vietnamese too hungry to fight back. He felt a strong surge of 
emotions, a burning hatred and an uncontrollable urge to act. He made 
up his mind to join the Viet Minh. But he kept his feelings secret from 
his sister and her family. 

At school Luc was never maltreated by the French teachers. But he 
once experienced what it felt like to be part of a slave race. This hap- 
pened at the Opera House in Hanoi where he had gone one day to attend 
a play performed by Vietnamese students about the defeat of the Mongol 
invasion of their country in the fourteenth century. When they heard 
that the play was a veiled attempt to arouse Vietnamese patriotic fervor 
against colonial domination, French students invaded the theater and 
disrupted the performance. The Vietnamese protested and a fistfight 
broke out. The French police was summoned. After arresting those they 
suspected were the Vietnamese ringleaders, they told the audience to 
leave in single file. But outside the entrance, the Vietnamese had to run 
the police gauntlet. Every time they saw a head with black hair passing 
by, the French police would bring down their nightsticks. Like every- 
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one else, Luc had to walk out of the theater with his head lowered and 
take the blows. After this incident, Luc nurtured a resentment against 
the French, which made him receptive to the appeals of his classmates 
in Ha Dong. 

Luc’s friends began to pass to him clandestine newspapers and docu- 
ments so he could learn about the Viet Minh and what it stood for. This 
education was part of the induction process. Luc would hide the docu- 
ments under the planks of his bed and read them in secret. His sister and 
aunts found some of these papers—which it was a crime to possess—but 
not realizing how serious Luc was, they dismissed it as youthful folly. In 
fact, Luc did not know much about the Viet Minh, but the little he had 
seen and heard had fired his imagination. When he was still living in 
Hanoi, he had noticed evidence of the Viet Minh’s bold activities in 
defiance of the French and Japanese. One day he saw the slogan “Long 
Live the Viet Minh,” written over and over again until it covered the 
entire wall of the Quoc Tu Giam school. Another time, he saw an elec- 
tric tram flying a Viet Minh flag running down the tracks without the 
Vietnamese policemen daring to stop it. Other exploits he did not wit- 
ness, but heard about. Rumors were circulating in Hanoi about Viet 
Minh women shooting security police agents right in the center of the 
city and of Viet Minh guerrillas attacking Japanese troops and taking 
their weapons. He began to idealize the Viet Minh, imagining an idyl- 
lic liberated zone where people led a heroic life and did heroic deeds. 
Many others shared this romantic vision, including the famous compos- 
er Van Cao, who wrote a song describing the imaginary liberated zone. 
Luc knew the danger of joining the Viet Minh—the possibility of being 
arrested, jailed, tortured, and killed. This, too, contributed to the 
romantic allure of the movement. He had heard stories of Viet Minh 
agents dying under torture, because they refused to divulge information 
that would betray their comrades. Luc pictured himself dying coura- 
geously like the martyrs in the stories. 

It was in Lang Son where his family was living that Luc made the 
jump into the Viet Minh base. He had returned home as they got ready 
to move and join his father, who had been promoted governor and trans- 
ferred to another province. Lang Son was in the mountain region, close 
to the Viet Minh zone. Once he got home, Luc got in touch with friends 
who were already in the base. Shortly after that, the local Viet Minh 
contacted him and told him that he had been recruited for training. He 
kept his plan secret, so no one in his family knew he was leaving. He 


needed money for the trip, but did not have any. The day before he left, 
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he stole some from a sister. He also left a few pieces of clothing with an 
acquaintance, so that he could walk out of his house without having to 
carry a bundle. The morning of his departure, he got up while it was 
still dark. Out in the courtyard, he bumped into a chamber pot and 
woke up his mother. He heard her sleepy voice asking, “Who's that?” He 
answered, “It’s me, mom.” She said, “Where are you going at this hour?” 
He lied, “I’m going to the bathroom.” As he was making his way to the 
gate, he suddenly thought of his newly born sister. He turned around 
and went to her room to hold her for a while and kiss her goodbye. Then 
he went and collected his clothes and, without a glance backward, left 
for the Viet Minh zone. He knew he might never see his family again, 
but it did not matter. Running through his head were the lyrics of a song 
about the soldiers who left home to join the revolution without worry- 
ing whether they would ever make it back again. 

In my own family, while Giu and Xuong went along with the Viet 
Minh because it was popular, my sister Thang and her husband Hau sup- 
ported this movement out of personal conviction. In Thang’s case, the 
decision was emotional. Among my siblings, Thang is perhaps the most 
morally pure person, someone with a very strong sense of what is right 
and wrong, and an unshakable sense of duty. She is compassionate, 
extremely straightforward, and unselfish. In her student days, her 
admiring classmates used to call her the reincarnation of Buddha. My 
parents were very proud of her because she was beautiful—with a kind 
and full face, a smooth complexion, a small and straight nose, and large 
eyes—as well as quiet, obedient, and diligent. 

After she finished the grades available in the province, my parents 
sent her to school in Hanoi, where she moved in with my grandmother 
on Hang Gai street. My mother was the one who had the idea of send- 
ing her to school, breaking down my father’s resistance with the argu 
ment that Thang would suffer without an education since modern men 
expected their wives to have a modicum of schooling, and that the fam- 
ily could not cling to old-fashioned ideas. My father finally relented but 
cautioned that they should keep an eye on Thang because “girls who go 
to school absorb bad outside influences. They read bad books, they go 
to bad movies, and they become bad.” Thang worked hard and ranked 
first in her class year after year. 

My parents did not expect much from Thang because girls who went 
to school were only supposed to get an education before they married 
and became housewives and mothers, and not to prepare for a career. 
Part of the curriculum was geared to giving them the skills needed to be 
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housewives, including home economics, sewing, and embroidering. In 
my entire clan, Thang was one of only four girls of her generation who 
were allowed to continue past elementary school. After she finished the 
lower grades, Thang passed the entrance exam to the Dong Khanh 
school and was admitted. All the students had to board, so Thang 
moved into the dormitory. My mother bought her two long tunics, two 
pairs of white cotton pants, and a pair of sturdy shoes made of coconut 
fiber that would last for a long time. That was the extent of my sister's 
wardrobe for school. Thang did not mind, and even liked the shoes, 
which she found comfortable and easy to care for. In the winter, my 
mother added a maroon woolen jacket and a charcoal gray satin tunic to 
Thang’s wardrobe. 

Thang’s classmates were from middle-class or affluent families. They 
were more demanding than my sister and would complain about dorm 
life. While they criticized the food at every meal, Thang just ate quiet- 
ly her share of three bowls of rice. She did not envy or try to emulate 
their fashionable clothes or their more active social life. On Sundays, 
they would leave the campus as soon as they could, but Thang would 
stay and bury herself in her books. The only breaks in the routine for 
Thang were the monthly visit she paid to the Hang Gai shop while my 
grandmother was alive and the infrequent occasions when my mother 
came to the dorm to see her. 

At school, Thang was a genius at math, and could solve any problem 
that was thrown at her, taking first prize in each of the four years she 
was at the Dong Khanh school. The only subject she did not excel in 
was literature. She read the novels assigned in class only because she had 
to, being utterly indifferent to them, and heartily disliked having to 
write essays critiquing them. She was even less interested in the roman- 
tic novels that were enthralling female readers, and never bothered to 
find out for herself what had made them so popular. In the summer, she 
went home, and spent a lot of her time tutoring her younger siblings. 
The year Thang finished her secondary school at Dong Khanh, my par- 
ents discussed what she should do next. They disliked the options: 
sending her to a coed high school or, as a last resort, enrolling her in a 
vocational course that could train her for a profession suitable for a 
woman. While they were still debating, Hau asked Thang to marry 
him. Or, more precisely, he had someone ask my father on his behalf. 

There were many things in common between my sister and Hau. Like 
Thang, he was quiet, partly because he was hard-of-hearing. Like her, 


he was a person of strong principles, honest, and unmaterialistic. He 
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shared her gift for math and took a lot of prizes in this subject. Like her, 
he also worked extremely hard, because he knew that getting an educa- 
tion was his only hope of escaping his poverty. He was rarely seen with- 
out a book and would read even while taking a bath—scooping up 
water out of a jar with a dipper and splashing himself with it with one 
hand, while holding the book with the other. Hau descended from man- 
darins and scholars, but his father did not follow the family tradition 
and became a merchant in Nam Dinh. Both of Hau’s parents died early, 
and after their death, life had turned extremely hard. 

In 1936, Hau started high school in Hanoi. He was such a bright stu- 
dent that he won a scholarship, which paid the tuition and gave him a 
small monthly allowance. This was the year when the country was 
seething with political activities. At the school there was an under- 
ground movement. Although he was interested, he did not get involved 
because he was afraid he might get arrested, and focused on his studies 
instead. After finishing high school, he enrolled in the college for agri- 
cultural engineers. This was not what he wanted to do in life, but it 
was the most practical option for him then. The school had just been set 
up and, to increase enrollment, it was waiving tuition and giving each 
student a monthly stipend of twenty-five piasters. After he graduated, 
Hau was sent to the provinces for a six-month on-the-job training ses- 
sion. One of the provinces was Nam Dinh, where he met my father, then 
running Nghia Hung County. His job was to encourage peasants to use 
new seeds, plant new crops, and adopt more modern methods. Like 
other officials, whenever he came to Nghia Hung, he would be invited 
to stay at our house. 

Hau had met many mandarins, and had developed a general dislike for 
them. He found them haughty, corrupt, brutal, or all three. He was 
pleasantly surprised by my parents. He thought my father was kind and 
generous toward everyone, even toward the ordinary people who came 
to petition him in his office. They never discussed the dangerous topic 
of politics, but he sensed that my father was a man who deep down 
loved his country and his people. Hau also sympathized with my father’s 
predicament of having to go along with the policies of those in power. 
As a government official himself, he knew that if my father tried to 
resist, he would bring retaliation on himself and his family. This retali- 
ation could take many forms: arrest and jail, torture and execution, 
demotion, or transfer to remote, malaria-ridden mountain regions. Hau 
was also surprised by my mother. The mandarin wives he had met were 
usually an insufferable lot, haughty and mean, but the few times he had 
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contact with my mother he was impressed by her modesty and her soft- 
spoken manner. 

Hau was now a person of some stature: an engineer with a decent job 
and a good future. He felt the time had come for him to look for a wife. 
Once he got to know my parents, he decided he wanted to be part of 
our family. He had never met my sister, though he had seen her from a 
distance, and thought that she appeared simple and modest. He con- 
cluded that ours was a “good” family—one that had status but had man- 
aged to retain decent values. He also saw that my father was a mandarin 
destined for higher positions, and knew it would not hurt to become 
connected. with him. 

Hau began to drop hints to relatives and acquaintances that he want- 
ed to marry my sister. One of them volunteered to be a matchmaker and 
went to see my father. My parents were delighted since Thang had 
turned eighteen and might soon become too old to marry. So, one day, 
my father told Thang about the proposal. While he asked her what she 
thought, he made it clear that he believed Hau would make a good 
match. Thang did not know anything was going on and was taken 
aback. She protested that she did not want to get married, and asked for 
time to think things over. The next day, my father told her that he and 
my mother had made up their minds to accept the proposal, and Thang 
acquiesced out of filial duty. Yet while she resigned herself to the mar- 
riage, Thang also felt reassured by her parents’ affection and respect for 
Hau and trusted that they had chosen the right man for her. Although 
she was not motivated by romantic love at the beginning, her marriage 
turned out to be one of the most successful in the family. She and her 
husband shared an exciting but hard life of idealism and revolution. 

The wedding took place in 1944 during the Japanese occupation. As 
yet, Hau had nothing to do with the Viet Minh. He was now estab- 
lished in society, with a good future, a devoted wife, and a supportive 
family. He did not want to risk everything he had worked so hard for. 
It was not that he was completely happy with his job—far from it. Like 
other qualified Vietnamese, he was irked by the limitation imposed on 
native employees and by the inequity of the colonial system. In his agri- 
cultural service, the top jobs, such as regional director and the head of 
stations experimenting with new crops, always went to Frenchmen. 
Not all the French bosses were well qualified, and yet they were get- 
ting paid three or four times more than the locals who worked for them. 

Also like a lot of other Vietnamese, Hau was irritated by the arro- 
gance and racism of many of the colons, who believed that they were 
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superior to the natives by the simple virtue of their skin color. They 
would call the Vietnamese names, dismiss them as a “dirty race,” and 
attack them without being prosecuted. In one famous incident, a 
Vietnamese physician had his ear twisted in public by a colon when he 
objected to being called “an idiot” by the settler’s friend. In another 
famous incident, the head of a political party in Saigon was kicked in 
public by a colon. Hau himself suffered a public humiliation at the hand 
of a settler. One day, he had an argument with a French policeman. The 
settler, who was just passing by in the street, stopped to intervene and 
slapped Hau in the face. 

None of these irritations alone would have driven Hau to join the 
Viet Minh, whom he saw, like most middle-class Vietnamese, as uned- 
ucated and uncouth. It took a series of events to push him over the edge. 
The gruesome famine was a motivating factor. His changed perception of 
the Viet Minh once he had contact with some of their leaders was 
another. After the Viet Minh took over power in August 1945, Hau 
became an employee of the new government. At first, he was not enthu- 
siastic about the revolution. He worried about his own future, wonder- 
ing how long he would be able to keep his job, support his young wife, 
and help my parents. The example of my own family—how quickly we 
had gone from a comfortable life to a precarious one practically 
overnight—told him that he could look forward to the same fate under 
the Viet Minh. Then a former classmate of his, the famous poet Cu Huy 
Can, became the new Minister for Agriculture. Hau had always admired 
him as a man of high moral principles. Watching his old friend in action, 
Hau liked him even more. He approved of Can’s choice of associates to 
help run the ministry: people who were sympathetic to the Viet Minh, 
naturally, but who also were qualified and had strong moral character. 
Hau thought this was an encouraging sign that the Viet Minh would 
recruit good people and that they were serious about making meaningful 
changes. 

Through his former classmate, Hau met a few other top officials, and 
realized that the Viet Minh leaders were well-educated intellectuals, 
not the rabble-rousers he had thought. From long conversations with his 
poet friend about colonialism and Marxism, he became curious. His 
friend loaned him books to read so he could learn more. Hau found the 
writings of Marx too dense and too political. But he was taken by the 
works of Engels, and this discovery was the most important factor in his 
finally joining the Viet Minh. Engels’s philosophy was so different from 
everything he had learned in schools. Hau was fascinated by the dis- 
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course on the laws of history, finding it objective and persuasive. Engels 
said that human societies evolved according to set laws. Once one 
understood these laws, one could foretell what the future would bring. 
Marxism had discovered these laws and could predict that in the future 
capitalism would be destroyed and capitalist exploitation of the poor 
and oppressed would end. From here, it was easy to infer that, by fol- 
lowing the path of socialism, the Viet Minh—and therefore Vietnam— 
was catching the wave of history and riding to victory, because the end 
of capitalism would also bring the end of colonialism. To an agricultur- 
al engineer in famine-ravaged Vietnam in 1945, it was like finding a 
secret lifeline. Hau fell in love with the ideals of socialism: helping the 
poor, achieving social equality, and ushering in the communist utopia. 

For Thang, the decision came from what she now calls two basic tra- 
ditional values: compassion for the poor and loyalty to one’s husband. 
The famine had horrified her. When her husband told her about the 
Viet Minh, she concluded that a movement that distributed food to the 
starving, tried to end the famine, promised to help the poor achieve 
equality, and wanted to get rid of the Japanese deserved her allegiance. 
Also, she felt she should support her husband in what he was doing, and 
so, without hesitation, she became a Viet Minh sympathizer. In those 
days of marches and rallies for independence, she would stand in the 
street and joyfully watch the people stream by. 

The first priority of the newly established Viet Minh government 
was to relieve the famine and cope with the disastrous flood of the Red 
River Delta that took place in August. A campaign called “An Inch of 
Land Is an Inch of Gold” was launched to grow food on every piece of 
land everywhere. People, even those in urban areas, were urged to plant 
vegetables and crops that mature quickly, such as sweet potatoes, corn, 
and soya beans. Hau plunged into his work with zeal. He edited a news- 
paper called An Inch of Land, giving tips on how to grow food, a skill few 
Hanoi residents had. He would stay up late at night writing his articles, 
sprinkling his prose with recently introduced—and strange—revolu- 
tionary terms to give his articles the socialist flavor favored by the Viet 
Minh. 

Before the Viet Minh could consolidate their power, the Allies 
imposed their own policy on Indochina. No country in the world had 
recognized Vietnamese independence, not even the Soviets. President 
Franklin Roosevelt had been sympathetic to giving Vietnam back its 
freedom, though under a trusteeship, but now he was gone from the 
scene. In the eyes of the Allies, Indochina was still a French colony. 
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With Japanese defeat imminent, a month before Tokyo surrendered, the 
Allies made plans to evacuate their prisoners of war held in Vietnam and 
disarm the Japanese army still stationed there. This was a task the Allied 
High Command knew the local French could not do on their own, 
because the Japanese had incarcerated and disarmed their soldiers. The 
Chinese government under Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek was 
assigned to perform these duties in the north, while the British were 
sent into the south. These forces would set the stage for the French to 
return and retake their colony. 

In Saigon, General Douglas Gracey, the British commander, found 
himself thrust into a chaotic situation, with the Viet Minh and their 
political rivals vying for popular allegiance and control, and the French 
trying to reassert their rule. After clashes occurred, General Gracey, 
who despised the natives and personally favored restoring the French to 
power, decided to ignore his official instructions to steer clear of local 
politics. He clamped down on the Vietnamese and released French sol- 
diers from detention so they could help him enforce the martial law he 
had declared. The troops went further, ousting the Viet Minh from 
offices and then, together with angry French civilians, went on a ram- 
page, ransacking numerous Vietnamese homes and shops and beating up 
the people they found. Enraged, the Viet Minh launched a general strike 
and a retaliatory attack. In the ensuing chaos, Vietnamese extremists 
invaded a French residential complex and murdered and kidnaped over 
200 civilians. Not wishing to get further embroiled and wanting to 
withdraw British forces as soon as possible, London armed offshore 
French troops and transported them to Vietnam to restore order. The 
French forces then proceeded to reconquer the south, and the Viet 
Minh, powerless to stop their advance, retreated into the countryside to 
launch a guerrilla war that lasted until 1954. 

The Chinese troops in the north were under the command of General 
Lu Han, the cousin of a powerful warlord who controlled Yunnan 
Province across the border of Vietnam. From the start, Lu Han had one 
thing in mind: to enrich himself at the expense of the Vietnamese. 
Although the Allies, and in particular the American commanders in 
China, wanted to send only a limited number of troops into Vietnam 
and to restrict their mission to disarming and repatriating the Japanese 
army, Lu Han brought close to 200,000, mostly his own soldiers. Of 
these, he stationed a division in the mountains of Laos to control the 
opium harvest. The Chinese began crossing the border into Vietnam at 


the end of August, and by September g, their hordes arrived in Hanoi. 
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It was a day Vietnamese who witnessed their arrival and who 
thought they saw the specter of another long Chinese occupation, still 
recall vividly. All day and all through the night, the Chinese troops 
kept pouring into the city. They shocked everyone, including the 
Chinese community, which had organized a formal welcoming ceremo- 
ny for them. What the population saw was not the disciplined and 
well-trained regular army of China but a warlord’s own band of sol- 
diers. The troops wore shoes of woven straw, cloth, or rubber cut out 
from tires, or even went barefoot. They had tattered uniforms, and 
looked hungry and thin. Each unit was accompanied by cooks laden 
with pots and pans, making a racket. Unlike the disciplined and impos- 
ing Japanese, the Chinese looked like they had just been scooped up 
from the streets, markets, and rice fields. With these ragtag soldiers 
swarming all over town, women—Vietnamese and French—were 
afraid to venture out into the streets. 

General Lu Han arrived five days later and immediately installed 
himself in the luxurious former governor general’s palace, while his 
troops were stationed in hospitals, barracks, and private homes that 
they commandeered. A detachment of about fifty marched into our house 
the day Lu Han’s column poured into Hanoi. The soldiers’ sudden 
appearance scared my mother, who was at home with just us children. 
(My father was visiting a friend.) One glance at the undisciplined sol- 
diers was enough to convince my mother that anything could happen. 
She immediately sent Xuong to bring my father back to protect us from 
possible assault and, if possible, to communicate with the Chinese and 
get them to move. But there was nothing he could do to get rid of them. 
He told my mother, “I can’t throw them out. We'll just have to live 
with this.” Once again, my father put his knowledge of Chinese to good 
use. He could talk to the commanding officer in writing. The officer was 
impressed, and reined in his soldiers so that they were better behaved 
than those elsewhere. They did not steal any of our belongings, as they 
did throughout Hanoi. But they herded us upstairs and took over the 
ground floor. The peasant soldiers were not used to urban amenities, and 
at first Giu had to teach them how to turn on the electric lights and ceil- 
ing fans. They were so pleased that they would stand by the switches, 
turning them on and off and staring in wonder at the effect. 

The Chinese left us alone. But we could hardly wait for them to 
depart. For one thing, the fifty or so soldiers in our house were full of 
lice, which carried a disease that began to infect and kill the local peo- 


ple. We lived in fear of catching this illness. The soldiers also had 
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habits that we found revolting. There was garbage inside the house and 
outside in the yard. A sour smell of unwashed bodies lingered in the air. 
In the residence across the street from us, the Chinese dug a latrine in 
the front yard, and would relieve themselves in full view. After the first 
group departed, my mother thought that was the end of the occupation. 
She had the house scrubbed and disinfected, and the walls whitewashed 
with lime. But two days later, to our dismay, another group showed up. 

The Chinese troops led such a hard life that we could not help but 
feel sorry for them. Their meals usually consisted of rice accompanied by 
a soup made of vegetables boiled in a lot of water. Sometimes the soup 
was just water mixed with a big handful of mashed peanuts. When they 
fell sick, they received no treatment. Besides the lice, the Chinese also 
brought cholera with them. If a soldier came down with this disease, 
his comrades would just abandon him to his terrible fate—either quar- 
antined in a room spread with lime, left out in a courtyard, or thrown 
on the sidewalk to die. When one of the soldiers next door became seri- 
ously ill, he was carried outside and left without medication. 
Throughout the night, we could hear him groan. The next morning, he 
was dead. His comrades casually threw his corpse into the garbage cart 
that was making the rounds of the neighborhood. When one of the sol- 
diers quartered in our house became sick, he crawled under our stairwell 
to keep out of sight, perhaps hoping his comrades would not banish him 
to the sidewalk. My parents were afraid he would die under our roof, 
but he recovered and left with his unit. 

To a Tonkin still reeling under the famine, the Chinese troops were 
a scourge. The soldiers had to be not only housed, but fed. Every morn- 
ing, the Vietnamese would watch with a heavy heart as a convoy of 
trucks laden with fruit and vegetables made their way from the markets 
of Hanoi to the Chinese barracks. Soldiers in the markets would bran- 
dish their worthless Chinese banknotes, pegged at an inflated rate of 
exchange to the Vietnamese currency, and demand to buy food. If the 
merchants refused, they would hit them or threaten to shoot. They also 
looted homes; when they left the country, their trucks would be pilec 
high with furniture, drain pipes, bathtubs, vases, stools, chairs, and 
other pillaged items. 

With his large occupation army, Lu Han could have easily gotten rid 
of Ho Chi Minh and installed his own protégés in his place. But he 
never did, and instead accepted a compromise worked out with Ho to 
include them in a coalition government. Rumors circulated that Ho 


knew of Lu Han’s greed and had bought him off with a large gift of gold. 
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Some people said Ho gave him a complete opium-smoking set made with 
pure gold; others said it was an urn or a large statue. Everyone whis- 
pered that the gold had come from a campaign called “The Week of 
Gold” launched by the Viet Minh to collect funds for national detense a 
week after the Chinese had arrived. My brothers Giu and Xuong were 
among the swarm of people sent out to gather this precious metal. They 
went from house to house, knocking on doors and entering names and 
donations in a register. Most people felt compelled to give something, 
many out of patriotism, some out of fear. The campaign was extremely 
successful. In all, 370 kilos of gold, as well as 20 million piasters, were 
collected. According to some reports, two-thirds of this collection went 
to bribing Lu Han and buying Japanese and French weapons the Chinese 
had impounded. 

With the Viet Minh hemmed in by the French and the British in the 
south and the Chinese in the north, other political rivals sprang up to 
jockey for power. Ho had to carry out a precarious balancing act. To give 
his government an aura of legitimacy, Ho invited former Emperor Bao 
Dai to become his advisor, decreed universal suffrage, and announced a 
general election for December 1945. This announcement met with an 
outcry from rival groups, which were afraid they would be outmaneu- 
vered by the Viet Minh. To placate them, Ho promised that, regardless 
of the outcome, he would reserve a large bloc of seats in the national 
assembly for them. So, even before the votes were cast, it was apparent 
the results would be predetermined. Popular enthusiasm was high. 
However, since the people had never been exposed to this democratic 
technique, the election was easy to manipulate. In my neighborhood, old 
voters asked my brothers and their colleagues manning the polling sta- 
tion how to cast their ballots. My brothers would fill in the name for 
them and then, when the voting was over, they and their colleagues sim- 
ply dumped the ballots in the trash without bothering to count them. 
After that, they made out a report saying that Ho Chi Minh, who was 
running for a seat, had won 99.9% of the vote. After the election, Ho 
had to share power with his rivals by giving them cabinet posts, but he 
cautiously kept the most important ones in Viet Minh hands. 

Although Ho Chi Minh had cleverly neutralized Lu Han, the situa- 
tion remained critical. The presence of Chinese troops revived the pop- 
ulation’s fear of Chinese domination and annexation. The French, too, 
were afraid that the Chinese had come to displace them and began nego- 
tiating for China’s departure. In return for French concessions in China 
and in Vietnam, China finally agreed to make Lu Han withdraw. It also 
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agreed, in complete disregard for the Vietnamese wish for indepen- 
dence, to let French troops return to relieve their departing soldiers and 
complete the job of disarming and repatriating the Japanese army. 
Although the Viet Minh and the people in the north were glad to see 
the rapacious Chinese finally depart, they were disturbed at the 
prospect of a restoration of French control. After dragging their feet, the 
Chinese finally left in the summer of 1946. French ships immediately 
left Saigon for the north to reinforce troops already arrived in Hanoi. 

Ho Chi Minh realized that he was too weak to stop the French from 
coming back and that his best option was to negotiate. On March 6, 
1946, he signed an agreement accepting the return of the French to 
relieve the departing Chinese, with the understanding that all French 
troops would leave Vietnam at the end of five years. In exchange, France 
agreed to recognize Vietnam as a free—rather than an independent— 
state within the French Union. The agreement was a bitter pill to swal- 
low for Ho Chi Minh, but he believed it was the lesser of two evils. As 
Ho explained to his close associates, in the long run it would be better 
for Vietnam “to sniff French merde for five years than to smell Chinese 
dung for one thousand years.” The March agreement was immediately 
denounced in Vietnam for allowing the French to return without a 
fight. Ho had to put all of his prestige behind it to secure popular accep- 
tance. 

Violations of the March 6 agreement immediately occurred, and the 
French began to renege on their promises, going as far as to create a sep- 
arate state of Cochinchina in the south, effectively dismembering the 
country. A series of negotiations followed, but proved futile. Vietnam 
wanted to keep its territorial integrity and to remain independent of 
French control, while France was determined to pursue its separatist 
policy in the south and, at the same time, keep Vietnam firmly within 
the orbit of its colonial empire. As war became inevitable, both sides 
began to prepare for its outbreak. After repeated reinforcements with 
troops, tanks, armored personnel, planes, and ships, the French now had 
the decisive military edge. The Viet Minh, on the other hand, could 
deploy only a weak army to face this threat: Their ill-trained militia was 
armed mostly with swords, machetes, and spears, and their regular 
troops were equipped with a small stock of assorted weapons that they 
had seized from arsenals in the wake of the August Revolution or bought 
from the Chinese. The Viet Minh’s only ace in the hole was the popu- 
lar support they had managed to win. 

The French were confident they could pacify the country quickly. 
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They landed troops in Danang, then sailed their ships into the port of 
Haiphong in November 1946. They took over this city after shelling and 
bombarding it, destroying the native quarter and killing over a thousand 
civilians. It was obvious after this that Hanoi would be conquered next. 
With newly arrived troops, the French began to occupy some key posi- 
tions in the city. A company of Legionnaires was even stationed in the 
Metropole Hotel, right across from Ho Chi Minh’s office. In our neigh- 
borhood, other soldiers were poised, ready to strike. Hanoi became a 
checkerboard of areas controlled by the French and the Viet Minh. 
Tension mounted, the two sides glaring at each other sometimes from 
just across the street. 

To cope with the imminent attack, the Viet Minh started to make 
preparations of their own. With the help of civilians, their militia 
worked feverishly to turn the most densely populated areas near the cen- 
tral lake and main square into a fortified zone. They dug up the streets, 
planted mines, built road blocks, and cut holes through the walls con- 
necting the neighboring houses to facilitate troop movement. The plan 
was to force the French to take the city block by block. This would buy 
time and allow for the safe evacuation of the Viet Minh government and 
the main body of the army into the mountain base. An advance party was 
sent to ready the base for the move there. Rice and salt were stored in 
hidden depots in Hanoi to supply the troops and the civilians who had 
elected to stay behind. A couple of obsolete artillery pieces outside 
Hanoi were trained on the French positions in the city near one of its 
ancient gates. By the middle of December, Viet Minh leaders and the 
staff of government agencies had secretly withdrawn, leaving behind a 
force of ill-armed troops and militia—including my two oldest broth- 
ers—to pin down the French. 

Hanoi was set for war. 
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The Head on the Roof 


When war reached my doorstep, I 
was too little to understand what 
was going on, but not too little to 
sense that something terrible was 
happening and to feel afraid. The 
experience etched such powerful 
scenes in my memory that even now 
I can still see myself as a six-year- 
old child listening to the sound of 
gunfire, being yanked from my 
game and rushed to the shelter, 
imitating my adult relatives and 
raising my arms in surrender to the 
French, fleeing the smoldering 
ancestral village transported in a 
wicker basket, and looking back 
and seeing the severed head on the 
roof. 

That day in 1947, my family 
and I lived through one of the most 
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frightening experiences of our lives. My family had evacuated to Van 
Dinh weeks before, after my father had decided fighting was imminent. 
We packed up and left for what he believed would be a short stay. He 
thought that it would take the French just a few days to overcome the 
fledgling Viet Minh force; then things would be calm again, and we 
would be able to return home. My brothers Giu and Xuong did not go 
with us. They knew that there was going to be war and were eager to 
be part of the action. At this time, two of my sisters could not be evac- 
uated—my older sister Mao and my younger sister Cuc, who was in the 
hospital with chronic osteomyelitis—so my parents agreed to let Giu 
and Xuong stay in Hanoi, in part to look after my sisters. 

Before leaving, my parents gave my two brothers enough rice and 
money to last until we returned. If my parents could have guessed what 
would happen later, they would have ordered them to come along. After 
we departed, many neighbors also left, part of the first wave of refugees 
out of the city, and the streets became deserted. At night, my brothers 
felt exposed and uneasy, afraid of the robbers that were roaming in the 
increasingly empty city. For protection, Giu strung wire across the win- 
dows and doors. When a family next door that had not evacuated invit- 
ed them to move in, my brothers eagerly accepted. 

On the morning of December 19, 1946, the French issued an ulti- 
matum, ordering the Viet Minh to throw down their arms and stop all 
preparations for war. The Viet Minh rejected it and, from their secret 
radio station hidden in a cave outside Hanoi, issued a call for national 
resistance with a succinct message: “The Fatherland is in danger. The 
hour of fighting has arrived. Let's sacrifice ourselves and fight till the 
last drop of blood. Let’s annihilate the French colonialists! Let’s fight to 
the finish!” The hour of war was secretly scheduled for eight o'clock 
that evening. That night, Vietnamese workers sabotaged the power sta- 
tion near the central lake. Suddenly, the whole city went dark. This was 
the signal for the Viet Minh offensive. Their few pieces of artillery 
opened fire on French positions, and scattered attacks against pockets of 
French control erupted. From his bed in a house near the outskirts of 
Hanoi, waiting for the evacuation to the Viet Minh base, my brother- 
in-law Hau listened to the gunfire and felt elated. Finally, the hour for 
Vietnam to wash away its humiliation had arrived, he thought. On that 
same night, fighting broke out in other cities throughout the country, 
marking the start of the national resistance war. 

After the initial attacks in Hanoi, the Viet Minh told the residents 
to evacuate, and people began to pour out of the city. In all, about 
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100,000 people—tworthirds of the population—fled, streaming into 
the countryside to look for shelter. The day after the outbreak of war, 
on December 20, Ho Chi Minh issued an appeal for national resistance, 
calling for sacrifices and predicting a long and hard struggle with cer- 
tain victory at the end. Vietnamese responded en masse to this call to 
arms. All over the country hundreds of thousands of people pulled up 
stakes to trek into the Viet Minh zone to be part of the war against the 
French, and youths volunteered in droves for the army. The flame of 
nationalism never burned as bright in the hearts of the people, and the 
Vietnamese never united as strongly behind the Viet Minh, as in those 
first days and months of the resistance. 

At the outset of hostilities, the French moved quickly to take over 
key Viet Minh government agencies in Hanoi, but when they finally 
stormed the buildings, they found out that the Viet Minh leadership 
had quietly slipped away. The French expected to seal off and destroy 
Viet Minh forces in Hanoi within twenty-four hours, and then—with 
new reinforcements slated to arrive at the end of the year—push into the 
countryside to pacify Tonkin. But like the U.S. Marines that would take 
over the city of Hue in the 1968 Tet Offensive, the French discovered 
how slow and arduous house-to-house fighting could be. Even after they 
managed to secure an area of town, scattered sniper fire and occasional 
ambushes continued to harass them. The battle for Hanoi lasted sixty 
days, a lot longer than the French had anticipated. The Viet Minh strat- 
egy of pinning down their adversaries worked, and bought them the 
time they needed to move their government and troops into their moun- 
tain base. 

The day after hostilities flared up, fighting reached my neighbor- 
hood. Suddenly, being in the militia was no longer just fun and games 
for my brothers Giu and Xuong, no longer just marches and drills with 
spears. Their militia unit buried its first casualty when French snipers 
shot a squad leader as he climbed up a flagpole to display the Viet Minh 
banner. Right after that incident, a messenger arrived with the news 
that French troops stationed in the Lanessan Hospital near our house 
were getting ready for an assault, supported with lots of tanks. The mes- 
senger told the militia unit to withdraw that night, under the cover of 
darkness. But the French attack came before nightfall, with airplanes 
and tanks strafing the Viet Minh troops’ barracks near the dike. After 
the bombardment, French paratroopers advanced into the neighborhood 
from three directions, with fierce shouts of “En avant!” There was no 


return fire from the Viet Minh regulars, who had secretly and hastily 
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withdrawn, leaving the militiamen to fend for themselves. The swift- 
ness of the French arrival caught Giu and Xuong by surprise. When 
they heard the footsteps of French soldiers approaching, my brothers at 
least had the presence of mind to toss their incriminating spears over the 
wall. If they had been caught with these weapons, they would have 
been shot on the spot as Viet Minh suspects. Then Giu ran and hid 
under the stairwell, while Xuong rushed out the back with Mao in tow 
to hide in the garden. The French found them cowering in a corner of 
the yard, and led them away. They put Xuong in jail, and when they 
realized that Mao was crazy, let her go. She wandered in the street until 
an acquaintance spotted her and took her to live with his family, send- 
ing her back home when my parents returned to Hanoi. Inexplicably, the 
soldiers did not enter the house, and Giu and the neighbor's family were 
spared. 

That night, the Viet Minh sneaked back and opened fire on French 
positions. No damage was done, but the attack angered the French. The 
next day, they stormed back with German shepherds to search the 
neighborhood. The streets echoed with the furious barking of the dogs, 
the crunching of French boots, and the angry voices of the soldiers, who 
were spoiling for retaliation. The older neighbor suggested to Giu that 
it would be best for them to come out and surrender, and not wait for 
the French to come in and shoot them. My brother agreed. When he 
heard the soldiers at the gate, he came out of hiding and met them. In 
fluent French, he said to the commander, “I’m a student at the Lycée 
Albert Sarraut. I haven’t been able to evacuate with my family. My 
father’s a mandarin.” He thought this string of reassurances might calm 
the jittery French. The commander listened attentively and scrutinized 
him. Giu was wearing an old discarded military shirt that my mother 
had bought for him dirt cheap 1 in an open-air market. But this did not 
arouse the commander's suspicion. He seemed persuaded. Suddenly, a 
half-naked French soldier rushed in. He looked at Giu, took him for a 
Viet Minh, and angrily swung his rifle butt at my brother’s temple with 
all his strength. The commander raised his arm in the nick of time to 
ward off the blow, and instead of splitting Giu’s skull—and perhaps 
killing or at least blinding him—the rifle butt landed just above his left 
eyebrow, cutting him and leaving a permanent scar. 

The French took Giu and the neighbor by truck to the Lanessan 
Hospital, then serving as a temporary detention center. From then on 
until his release, Giu, like the other prisoners, was at the mercy of their 
captors, and could live or die at their whim. Prisoners could be alive one 
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moment and dead the next—shot for being Viet Minh suspects or sim- 
ply executed in revenge for those killed in Viet Minh attacks. And yet 
the French could show kindness as well, especially toward those with 
whom they could empathize, and this was how Giu—and my brother 
Xuong—survived their imprisonment. The first day he was at the deten- 
tion center, Giu found out how precarious life could be. One by one the 
prisoners were interrogated. One of the prisoners, a Viet Minh security 
police officer, aroused the suspicion of the French. Right after they fin- 
ished questioning him, they led him away, shoved him against a wall, 
and shot him in the mouth. When Giu'’s turn came, the interrogator told 
him to sit down, and then, pointing at the epaulets of his shirt, asked 
where his stars were. Giu said he was not a Viet Minh. He repeated the 
story that my mother had bought the shirt for him at an open-air mar- 
ket. In his youthful innocence, he showed no nervousness or fear. His 
guileless attitude, and especially his fluent French, delighted the officer. 
The Frenchman broke out laughing, and terminated the session. 

That afternoon, the prisoners were herded into a truck and moved to 
the Hoa Lo Prison. Since no POW camp had been set up, the French 
army was holding its captives here temporarily. When food was dis- 
tributed that day, Giu had his first taste of prison fare: mushy rice, half 
burned and half uncooked, which came with a salt tablet the size of an 
aspirin pill. Prisoners who had been captured the day before held out 
leaves or discarded cans to receive the food—makeshift utensils they had 
picked up when they were let out into the yard—but Giu had nothing. 
He was about to wave away his portion in disgust, when the prisoner 
next to him said, “Hold out your hands and take it. You can give it to me 
if you don’t want it.” So Giu cupped his hands and took the mush; to 
him it looked and felt like vomit. He could not force himself to eat that 
first day, and gave his portion to his cell mate. The man could not 
believe his luck. Prisoners were shackled to the two beds that flanked a 
concrete cistern in the middle of the cell. Whenever he got thirsty, Giu 
would drag himself to the tank to drink the revolting reddish water, 
scooping it up with a coconut shell that was also shared by all the cell 
mates. And yet despite the filth and the lack of food, my brother—who 
had occasionally suffered bouts of malaria and dysentery in the past— 
never fell ill during his imprisonment. 

The day after his capture, Giu was assigned his first prison duty, 
working with a group of other prisoners to collect dead bodies from 
houses in an area that the French had cleared. After a day in prison, he 
had become a little more clever. As he went through the empty houses, 
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he took a bowl and a pair of chopsticks, and some food supplies, most- 
ly candies and sugar. Eaten in a bowl and with a pair of chopsticks, 
accompanied with sweets, the mushy rice became more palatable. 

The day after this expedition, Giu and a number of POWs were led 
to a truck. As they clambered on board, they saw a pile of picks and 
shovels. Many of the POWs broke down and wept. An old man told my 
brother, “They're taking us to the Lanessan Hospital to bury French sol- 
diers who've died from their wounds. Whenever their comrades die, 
the guards at the hospital would take it out on us. They won't give us 
any food or water today. They'll beat us with their rifle butts, and 
they'll find an excuse to kill at least one of us. Just yesterday, a POW 
was murdered at the hospital. We're crying, because we know we're 
going to have a rough time.” When they arrived at the hospital, my 
brother immediately introduced himself to the guard. He thought he 
might be able to defuse the situation this way. Surprised and mollified, 
the sentry put him in charge of the digging detail. Encouraged by the 
soldier's amiable attitude, halfway through their digging, the POWs 
told Giu to go and ask for water. As the other prisoners watched anx- 
iously, the Frenchman listened to Giu’s request, thought about it for a 
few seconds and then said, “all right.” The prisoners did not get any- 
thing to eat that day, but at least they got water to drink. They did not 
get beaten or killed, either. They left in good spirits and thanked my 
brother. On this and several other occasions, Giu would find himself 
thrust into the role of go-between and conciliator, defusing tension or 
cajoling the French into doing some small favors for him and his fellow 
inmates. 

By the end of December, the area up to the central lake and the 
citadel had been secured, and the French began to shift their focus to the 
densely populated Vietnamese quarters. These commercial and residen- 
tial streets were harder to clear, and would remain a stronghold of resis- 
tance for several weeks. The task of defending this area fell to a hodge- 
podge regiment that the Viet Minh patched together with regulars, 
militiamen, and secret policemen. Viet Minh propaganda celebrated the 
exploits of this unit, grandly called the Capital Regiment. It captured 
the imagination of the people and became a symbol of the heroism of the 
resistance. In fact, the Viet Minh, outnumbered and outgunned, were 
like grasshoppers kicking at elephants. Their soldiers would open fire on 
the French and then disappear inside houses whose walls had been 
pierced through to create a maze like a rabbit warren. In the streets, 
they built barricades—many of which they rigged with crude mines— 
to slow down the French half-tracks. The French would dispatch gangs 
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of POWs to clear the barricades with their bare hands. My brothers 
had to do this so many times they became experts at it. They learned 
how to take apart each barricade carefully to avoid triggering the mines. 
And they got used to the deadly fire of the snipers and to the sudden 
death that occasionally struck those around them. Once, an old prison- 
er, who was standing right next to Giu, quietly collapsed like a deflat- 
ed balloon from a sniper’s bullet. 

By the middle of February, the French had gradually pushed the Viet 
Minh position back to a smaller and smaller radius. With their food 
reserves and ammunition almost depleted, the Viet Minh forces decided 
to withdraw. Under the cover of darkness one night, they slipped away 
without alerting the French. In the battle for Hanoi, the French inflict- 
ed most of the damage, destroying homes in many parts of the city and 
killing several thousand civilians. With the city under control, French 
forces then fanned out to pacify the countryside. 

Meanwhile in Van Dinh, my siblings and I had the time of our lives. 
To avoid the fighting, several aunts and uncles also moved to the village 
with their families. We all shared quarters within the residences built 
by my great-grandfather and great-granduncle. Although my uncle Trinh 
had decorated his suite of rooms with vases and urns, some made of 
beautiful green jade, and an impressive tiger-skin rug, my parents were 
nearly broke, so our quarters were not as grand. But my brothers and sis- 
ters and I did not mind our modest rooms; we were too busy enjoying 
ourselves to pay attention to how we lived. With so many cousins run- 
ning loose in the two residences, Van Dinh became like a summer camp 
for us. 

I was only six at the time, and things that worried my parents were 
beyond me. What preoccupied them the most was the fate of my broth- 
ers and sisters stuck in Hanoi. I was too young and too self-absorbed to 
care. Giu had always acted like a little tyrant with us, and we disliked 
having him around. Because he was the most senior male descendant, he 
could impose his will, demand instant compliance, and punish us when- 
ever he thought we had disobeyed him. No matter how badly he treat- 
ed us, my parents would not try to stop him. Giu was arbitrary and 
unpredictable, frequently changing his rules to fit his whims. Whenever 
he was around, we would feel tense and fearful. 

With my oldest brother staying in Hanoi, there was no one to spoil 
our fun. There was no school for my five older brothers and sisters and 
other cousins, so I had plenty of companions for games. Our great-grand- 
father’s residence became our big playground. The village outside the 
gate, with its open spaces, provided another great setting for games and 
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adventures. My brothers and male cousins would roam from rice field to 
rice field looking for birds to shoot with their slingshots. Or they 
would fish and dredge for clams in the river behind the houses. They 
would not let me tag along, but within the confines of the compound, 
there was still plenty for me to explore. To my eyes, it appeared vast, 
with its many houses, large courtyards, and its mysterious and forbid- 
ding ancestral temple, which I was afraid to set foot in for fear of being 
caught by the ghosts of my ancestors. My older siblings had taken a lot 
of pleasure in frightening me and other smaller children with the ghost 
stories they had picked up from the servants, tales that seemed so real to 
me, especially at night. Van Dinh did not have electricity, and in the 
evening my parents would burn wicks soaked in dishes of oil. The flames 
cast yellow circles of light in the darkness and projected scary shadows 
on the walls. To conserve oil, the wicks were lit only for a short while, 
and then extinguished, plunging us in darkness. This lugubrious setting 
fed my febrile imagination, and I scared myself half to death with fan- 
tasies of ghostly encounters with my ancestors. The fact that the ghosts 
were related to me did not give me any comfort. At night, I wrapped 
myself tightly in my blanket, making sure my toes did not stick out for 
the ghosts to pull, and always woke up with relief to see that day had 
come. 

The haunted ancestral temple was part of the charm of Van Dinh. In 
the beginning, my family and other relatives led a rather comfortable 
life, and everyone felt like they were on a prolonged vacation. We had 
enough to eat, and the adults spent their time playing cards. My moth- 
er had brought along a maid to fetch water from the river, to cook, and 
to run errands, and a nurse to take care of my younger sister Loan, so we 
more or less continued our middle-class existence. The rhythm of life in 
the village was so peaceful that Hanoi and its troubles seemed to belong 
almost to another country. The village presented an idyllic tableau. Men 
walked along the narrow pathways between the rice fields, on their 
way to tend their crops, their spades and hoes propped on their shoul- 
ders. Women dressed in brown clothes, their heads wrapped in black 
turbans or hidden beneath large conical hats, bent over the vegetables or 
walked to and fro, rhythmically swinging the bamboo baskets suspend- 
ed at each end of their shoulder poles. Little boys herded water buf- 
faloes, riding on the backs of the animals, or lay in the grass while their 
charges munched peacefully nearby. A lone heron pecked in the fields 
and then took off, spreading its large wings in the sunlight. Smoke rose 
lazily from hundreds of cooking fires into the afternoon sky, as the vil- 
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lagers settled in and waited for their meal. I remember the sounds of the 
village, too, so different from the noises of Hanoi: the occasional bark- 
ing of dogs, the crowing of roosters, the floating notes of flutes attached 
to kites, and the clinking of bowls in baskets—like tinkling music—as 
the women walked to and from the river where they washed their dish- 
es after meals. 

Gradually, as the fighting in Hanoi dragged on, and the prospect for 
a quick return dimmed, the mood changed among my relatives, and 
gloom began to set in. My parents’ savings dwindled, and toward the 
end of our stay in the village, we ran out of money. My father got a loan 
from a relative, and bought twenty barrels of rice: enough to feed us 
until we could return to Hanoi, he thought. We now had two meals a 
day instead of three and rustic dishes to go with our rice. My brothers 
and sisters and I did not notice the poor fare of vegetables and tiny crabs 
from the rice fields. We were always hungry, and just gobbled down 
whatever was served. Some days, my mother fed us only one meal of 
sticky rice mixed with mung beans, so dense, starchy, and hard to digest 
that we did not feel hungry for the rest of the day. 

The only bad memory I carry from our stay in the village was the 
itching open sores that covered my body, the result of too many baths 
with polluted water fetched from the river. Soap would have prevent- 
ed these skin eruptions, but we did not have any, as there was a short- 
age of even basic items then. In the village, we learned to make do with 
whatever substitutes we could find. We boiled pods from the bo ket tree 
to make hair shampoo. We swirled bo hon nuts in water to produce a 
foaming mixture for washing our clothes. For my sores, my mother used 
a paste of blue dye. I walked around like a tribal warrior for a few days, 
but my skin did not heal. Then, my mother had a maid bathe me in 
water in which she had boiled leaves from the Indian lilac tree. The 
burning sensation made me jump. I felt like alcohol was being rubbed 
into my open sores. My body was stinging so bad that I struggled free 
and ran away screaming in pain. The maid grabbed me and, ignoring my 
cries, pushed me back into the pungent brew. At that same time, my 
younger sister Loan, who sported boils like tiny volcanoes on her head, 
was getting shampooed with the same innocent-looking water. She too 
was screaming and flailing against her tormentor. The cure worked, 
however, and we forgave our mother. 

A few weeks after we left Hanoi, rumors reached us that the fighting 
in the city had been fierce, that a fire had raged in our neighborhood 
during the attack, and that a lot of people had been killed. My parents 
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were stunned. As days passed with no word from my brothers, they 
grew increasingly worried. My father could not sleep at night. 
Whenever the thought crossed his mind that his children might have 
burned to death, he would break out in a sweat in the middle of the cold 
winter night. That Tet, the celebration for the new year was somber, 
for my parents at least. Instead of feasting on the many traditional deli- 
cacies, we had only a single banh chung—a rice cake wrapped in banana 
leaves—and some candies. My parents were despondent, but my sib- 
lings and I thought it was great fun. 

At that time, Uncle Trinh decided to leave Van Dinh to take refuge 
in Bac Giang Province, where he had bought rice fields and an orange 
grove. Before leaving Van Dinh, Uncle Trinh told my father, “Why 
don’t you and your family come with us? We don’t have money, but we 
have the rice fields, and we'll have rice to eat. We'll share whatever the 
land can produce.” But when my father mentioned this to my mother, 
she rejected the offer. She did not want to move further away from 
Hanoi, where my brothers and sisters might still be alive. It turned out 
to be a good decision, because Uncle Trinh got stuck in Bac Giang, 
which later on became a Viet Minh stronghold. He and his family 
endured a lot of hardships, and eventually paid dearly for opting to 
return to his land. 

After Tet, my oldest sister Thang also left with her husband and 
infant son. Hau, now well settled in the Viet Minh mountain base, had 
come back to fetch his family. Their departure added to my parents’ 
sense of loss. But they did not try to stop them. Toward the Viet Minh, 
my father and mother were as ambivalent as ever, objecting to their 
ideas for a social revolution but sympathizing with their struggle to 
recover national independence. Part of them felt that Thang and Hau 
were doing the right thing in moving to the Viet Minh zone. Also, in 
their old-fashioned way, they believed that it was Thang’s duty as a 
wife to follow her husband wherever he happened to go. The night 
before Thang and Hau were due to leave, my mother prepared food for 
their journey: boiled rice pressed into dense balls and roasted sesame 
seeds. The day of their departure was cold and rainy. Thang bundled up 
her six-month-old son from the winter chill, and my mother daubed 
some ashes on the baby’s forehead to protect him from the dangers of the 
journey. She also gave Thang a knife wrapped in a piece of cloth as a tal- 
isman to ward off accidents. Then Thang and her family boarded the 
boat docked at the river’s edge behind our house and, as it floated away 
in the freezing morning rain, my sister wept and wondered whether she 
would ever see her parents and siblings again. 
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Not long after Thang left, the French arrived. We had heard rumors 
that the Viet Minh had finally abandoned Hanoi, and we knew that— 
with the capital secure in their hands—the French could now drive into 
the countryside to pacify the rest of Tonkin. But we did not know how 
swiftly they were advancing. We did not realize they were coming our 
way, that Van Dinh would be in their path, and that the war we had 
tried to avoid was about to engulf us. We were caught like fish in a net. 
In February 1947, the French advanced from Phu Ly and the Day River 
toward us. Even the few Viet Minh guerrillas in the village were 
unaware of this movement, and were caught by surprise like all of us. 
That morning, we heard the droning of airplanes in the distance, but did 
not suspect that an attack was about to take place. When the planes 
came nearer to the village, and their engine noise grew louder, my par- 
ents ordered everyone into the shelter that had been dug in the court- 
yard. In the panic, I was left behind in one of the rooms. I was so 
absorbed in my game that I did not notice the eerie silence after every- 
one had left. Suddenly I heard a strange sound, like the noise made by 
dry bamboo poles being dragged on the brick pathway, but louder and 
in angry bursts. At that moment, my brother Luong rushed into the 
room, pulled me by the arm and yelled: “Run, come with me quickly!” 

As we huddled in the shelter with all the other relatives, I remem- 
ber listening to one of the women chanting a Buddhist prayer. 1 did not 
understand the words, but the sound was soothing and hopeful. 
Suddenly, we saw the flowers of the Indian lilac trees near the house 
detach from the branches and swirl away, blown in a strong wind—like 
a colorful stream floating over our heads. I and the other children 
clapped our hands in delight and cried, “Look, how beautiful, like hun- 
dreds of butterflies!” We did not know that the French had set fire to 
some huts in the village, and that the blaze was creating a powerful 
draft that was tearing the delicate flowers off the trees. Then we heard 
the sound of boots on the brick pathway. Luong, who had gone out to 
see what was happening, came running back in panic with the startling 
news, “The French are here!” Everyone was incredulous. My father 
scolded him, “Don’t be silly! It can’t be true, it must be the Viet Minh. 
There's no way the French can be here so quickly.” My brother insisted, 
“No, they’re French, not Viet Minh. They have long noses and blue 
eyes!” 

ó We were all frightened and crouched in the shelter. Then we heard 
footsteps in the courtyard and voices asking, “Ov sont ils?” (“Where are 
they?”) My father told my uncles, “If we stay here and they find us, 
they'll shoot us. Let’s come out and meet them.” They agreed and together 
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clambered up, with their arms raised. My father said to the soldiers in 
French, “We are not Viet Minh guerrillas, we're civilians. We're law- 
abiding citizens.” One of the soldiers said, “In that case, you've nothing 
to fear. You can all come out.” So we all climbed out with our arms 
raised—men, women, and children—still unsure of what might happen 
next. The troops laughed when they saw the tiny children coming out 
with their arms raised in surrender. And they laughed even harder when 
they saw my younger sister Loan, who had her arms in the air while 
being carried by her maid. Their good humor did not calm anyone’s fear. 
Their reputation for rape and pillage had preceded them, and my moth- 
er and the other women were expecting the worst. 

The troops taking over the village that day belonged to the Foreign 
Legion. On the whole, they were more disciplined than those from the 
Expeditionary Corps, whose soldiers were recruited from Morocco and 
other French colonies in Africa. Vietnamese had never seen dark-skinned 
people before, and in general felt very uneasy in their presence, espe- 
cially that of the black soldiers whose faces bore the criss-crossed scars 
of tribal rituals. Ignorance of these people and their culture bred fear, so 
though ordinary Vietnamese feared all French troops, they were most 
terrified of the Expeditionary Corps. 

The Legionnaires began searching our residence, looking for Viet 
Minh and weapons. They slit our suitcases with their bayonets. 
Whatever they found that they liked, they would take, like cigarettes 
and cans of condensed milk, which they pried open with their bayonets. 
With a knot in her stomach, my mother watched them gulp down the 
thick and sweet milk hungrily. Hau had bought the milk at a black mar- 
ket on his way to Van Dinh and had given it to us as a gift when he came 
to fetch Thang and the baby a couple of weeks before. My mother had 
been saving it for resale, hoping to make a little money. But now, her 
capital was going down the throat of the Legionnaires. After looking all 
over the residence, the soldiers led my father and uncles away, and 
marched them to the dike—to be shot, we thought. My mother and 
aunts broke down and wept with despair. On the way, my father and 
uncles passed by my great-granduncle’s residence, and saw a severed 
head stuck on one of the rooftops, with a cigarette dangling jauntily 
from its lips. The soldiers said mockingly, “Savez-vous ce que c'est? C'est la tête 
d'un Viet Minh!” (“Do you know what it is? It’s the head of a Viet 
Minh!”). My father and uncles, who up to that point were still clinging 
to the small hope that their lives might be spared, now became con- 
vinced they were about to be executed. The decapitated man, it turned 
out, was actually not a Viet Minh, but the rickshaw puller for one of my 
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aunts. As the French advanced into the village that morning, he had 
tried to flee by climbing over a wall in the residence. The soldiers took 
him for a Viet Minh, cut off his head, and displayed it to frighten the 
villagers. 

When they reached the top of the dike, which also served as the 
main road in and out of the village, my father saw that it had been 
turned into a staging area crowded with French troops. Airplanes were 
circling overhead. The soldiers told my father and uncles to sit down 
and wait. Then they fetched their commander, a captain. With his life 
and his relatives’ lives in the balance, my father summoned all his power 
of persuasion, explaining his family background and what he had done 
in the colonial administration. Fortunately, the captain was an educated 
and reasonable man, a graduate of the Saint Cyr Military Academy—the 
French equivalent of West Point—and my father was able to convince 
him that he was not dealing with the Viet Minh or their sympathizers. 
The captain said, “TIl let you go back to your house, but you'll have to 
stay there.” Then he took them back and toured the ancestral temple. 
What he saw impressed him and convinced him even more that he was 
dealing with a mandarin family, and not with Viet Minh guerrillas. He 
made sure that the soldiers understand no harm should come to us, and 
even offered to take us back to Hanoi with his troops. But, fearful that 
we would get caught in the crossfire if the French column came under 
Viet Minh attack, my father turned down the invitation. 

That night all my relatives gathered in the ancestral hall. The gate, 
doors, and windows were tightly shut. Suddenly, we heard pounding 
on the gate and, through slits in the doors, saw the glow of light from 
the fire in the village. When a servant opened the gate, a guerrilla 
rushed in with his old musket, and said he had to hide from the French. 
My relatives were terrified, and told him, “You can’t stay here. The 
French have been through here, and they'll be back again. If you stay and 
they find you, they'll kill us all.” In the dark of the night pulsating with 
the glow of the inferno raging in the village, he appeared to us like the 
messenger of death, and we stared at him in horror. Suddenly, he turned 
to leave, and ran toward the river behind the residence. Five minutes 
later, French soldiers arrived in hot pursuit, and started banging on our 
doors, shouting, “Come out, all of you!” They were in an angry and foul 
mood, because they said someone had just fired on their ambulance. The 
captain was with them, however, and when he recognized us he 
exclaimed, “Ce sont les mêmes ce matin!” (It’s the same people we had this 
morning!”) We were allowed to go back inside, unharmed. 

The village was engulfed in flames by this time; burning ashes were 
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falling into our courtyard like a stream of flickering little stars and 
tongues of fire were leaping into the air and setting the night sky aglow. 
After heated arguments, my relatives concluded that it would be more 
dangerous to leave than to stay, so we just waited for morning to come. 
When it finally did, we found out that the French had left the village, 
and a calm of sorts had descended over Van Dinh. My relatives agreed 
that we had to leave. Now that the French were gone, the Viet Minh 
would surely come back, and they would say that we had sided with 
the French. We decided to go to Ngo Xa, a neighboring village, and 
then cross the river to Phung Xa, to relative safety. We hurriedly gath- 
ered as many belongings as we could carry and, leaving the precious bar- 
rels of rice behind, fled the smoldering village. My younger sister and I 
were too small to make the trip on foot, so a maid carried us in two 
wicker baskets slung over a bamboo shoulder pole. As we hurried out of 
Van Dinh, my parents told us not to look back. But I did, and that was 
when I saw, behind drifting wisps of smoke, the head on the roof with 
the cigarette in its lips. 

After the French left, the Viet Minh regained control over Van 
Dinh, which they had used as a transit point for ferrying supplies such 
as salt into their mountain base. (They had kept their activities so secret 
that no one in my family knew.) After they retook the village, my fami- 
ly did not go back there again. Ngao, a faithful old servant of the clan, 
volunteered to stay behind to take care of my great-grandfather’s resi- 
dence and its ancestral temple. Later on, the Viet Minh had my great- 
grandfather's and my great-granduncle’s residences razed to the ground. 
My parents believed that they had ordered the peasants to tear down 
these structures to get rid of what they viewed as vestiges of the feu- 
dalist class. It could be, however, that the Viet Minh had destroyed the 
buildings as part of the scorched-earth tactic ordered by Ho Chi Minh 
to slow down the French advance. No one knew where Ngao went after 
the houses were demolished, or what happened to him. 

From Phung Xa, my family moved on to the small village of Ngoc 
Dong to put a little more distance between us and the fighting. For the 
next four months, we would live there as refugees. Cut off from sources 
of news and with no idea of what was going on, we thought the safest 
thing would be to stay put, until we could figure out whether it was 
safe to go back to Hanoi. We did not know how widespread the fight- 
ing was, Or exactly where it was taking place, and were afraid that if 
we moved toward the city we might walk right into the eye of the 
storm. There were plenty of rumors about the war, but no hard facts, so 
we just stayed in one place, because we believed it was the prudent 
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thing to do. My siblings and I felt exhausted emotionally and physical- 
ly by the brush with war, by the loss of the familiar surroundings of Van 
Dinh, and by constant privations. Instead of living in a large and pleas- 
ant residence, we took refuge at the house of the village chief who was 
kind enough to take us in as permanent guests. Although better than the 
huts that the peasants lived in, it was still a simple structure with a 
thatched roof and dirt floor. 

Our family of nine shared one room. At night, we slept on beds that 
were made of several hard planks stretched over two wobbly wood 
benches. We ate a monotonous diet of rice and watery soups. Some 
mornings, our craving for the crusty French bread and butter we used to 
have for breakfast in Hanoi was unbearable. We cooked our meals over 
a fire fed with straw and drank rainwater caught in a large vat. We took 
baths in the little courtyard near the kitchen, with water that my par- 
ents had to pay a peasant woman to carry back to the house in buckets 
from the river. 

At this time, my parents still did not have any news of my brothers 
and sisters in Hanoi. Added to this constant worry, they had to figure 
out how to keep us fed from day to day. At that moment, our future 
looked extremely bleak. Considering my parents’ fear of the Viet Minh, 
following them into the safe mountain zone was out of the question. And 
yet we could not wander around as refugees for much longer, because we 
were running out of the money my parents had borrowed from relatives. 
The only alternative was to return to Hanoi. But at that point, my par- 
ents did not know whether it was safe to go back, or whether we even 
had a house to go back to. If, however, we stayed in Ngoc Dong, the 
war might overtake us again and force us to flee to another village, fur- 
ther and further away from our home. 

The veil of gloom was partially lifted one day when word finally 
reached us about my brothers and sisters. One of our relatives had made 
her way to Hanoi and, on her return to the village to rejoin her family, 
brought my parents some sketchy news. She said that my four siblings 
were alive, and that Giu was living with my father’s two older sisters, 
whose family had not evacuated from the city. We also learned that 
Cuc, my dying sister, had been moved by the French from Hanoi’s best 
hospital—now set aside for the French—to the less well-equipped Bao 
Ho Hospital, reserved for the “natives.” This hospital, however, was 
located closer to my aunts’ house so Giu could visit her frequently. My 
parents wept with joy. If they had known what my two brothers had 
survived, their happiness would have been even greater. 

The relative’s trip showed that it was now possible to return to 
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Hanoi with the help of someone who knew how to pick a safe way 
through the war zone. My father and mother talked things over. My 
mother said we should try to go back. Since she was worried sick over 
my brothers and sisters, especially about Cuc, she volunteered to go 
first. She promised that, if she made it, she would immediately send 
word to my father, so he could bring the rest of the family. In that chaot- 
ic situation, it would be safer for her than my father to go back, because 
as a man my father would attract the suspicion of both the French and 
the Viet Minh. 

Thus, my mother, a woman who had led a sheltered existence most 
of her life, set out to travel through a war zone to rejoin her children and 
comfort her dying daughter. She left Ngoc Dong one day in April 1947. 
Her traveling party consisted of a guide and fifteen people, including 
some relatives of my father’s: an aunt, a cousin, and her small children. 
My mother carried a tiny sum of money for the long journey—4oo 
piasters in all—hidden in her hair braid, which she covered with a 
scarf. The cousin had a few thousand piasters, a gold necklace, and a 
gold bracelet, which she hid in secret pouches under her children’s 
clothing. It was a dangerous trip. At any point, they could run into rob- 
bers who would strip them of their belongings, or the French, or the 
Viet Minh, who might arrest, and even shoot them. The robbers were 
on the lookout for city dwellers-turned-refugees, whom they knew usu- 
ally carried valuables. The French could take the traveling party for a 
band of Viet Minh and shoot at them as they emerged from the Viet 
Minh-controlled zone. And the Viet Minh could capture them for 
deserting the revolution and attempting to go back into French- 
controlled territory. Not long before, the Viet Minh had caught one of 
my father’s cousins who was returning to Hanoi and thrown him in a 
prison camp for a month, until his wife managed to get him freed. 

The group traveled for several days on foot and by boat, through 
areas my mother did not recognize. Her body ached from the long hours 
of walking. At one point, they were stopped by French soldiers, well- 
armed and ready to shoot, but were let go. When they got near Hanoi, 
they ran into French soldiers who searched everyone in the party except 
my mother, for some unexplained reason. The soldiers took all the cash 
and valuables they found on the other refugees—including the money 
and gold my father’s cousin had so carefully hidden—and calmly ignored 
the weeping of the children. The loss was a heavy blow for the refugees, 
who were down to their last resources, but they were lucky that they 
had not been summarily shot. They finally passed the last French check- 
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point and entered the city without incident. Once inside, my mother 
found out to her dismay that she would need a Iaissez-passer—a safety 
pass—to circulate in the streets. Without it, she would run the risk of 
being arrested and jailed by the police. So she had to restrain her burn- 
ing impatience to go across town to find my brothers and sisters. 

After a couple of days at the home of a relative who lived nearby, my 
mother obtained the pass. She set out on foot, taking most of the day to 
reach the house of my father’s two older sisters where she had heard Giu 
had been living since he was released by the French. A former classmate 
of Giu's had seen him being transported one day in a truck with other 
prisoners and had told his father. Then, this man, who would later on 
become the governor of Tonkin, had interceded with the French, who 
let Giu go. Giu was now working in a pharmacy, one of the few shops 
that were beginning to open their doors as more and more residents 
returned, to earn his own way. 

My mother cried with relief when she saw him. Immediately, how- 
ever, her mind turned to the fate of Xuong, Mao, and Cuc. My aunts 
reassured her that my other siblings were doing as well as could be 
expected under the circumstances. Xuong, independent and adventur- 
ous, was living by himself. Right after his arrest, he had to clear road- 
blocks and pick up rotten corpses for burial like the other prisoners. 
After only one week, he managed to win the trust of his captors. They 
assigned him to a prison gang detailed to clean a hospital, and then after 
three months they set him free. Being resourceful, Xuong managed to get 
himself hired by a French captain, serving as his orderly in exchange for 
room and board (Gncluding, to Xuong’s delight, unlimited access to cig- 
arettes and wine) and a small salary. When the captain left with his 
unit, Xuong, displaying his survival skill, found employment in a liquor 
store at a time when jobs were extremely scarce in a still moribund city. 
As for Mao, she was still living at the house of the acquaintance who 
had found her wandering in the street after French soldiers had let her 
go. My younger sister Cuc was also still at the hospital. Her disease, 
however, was reaching the final stage. It had eaten into her spine and 
paralyzed her. She was in constant pain, with pus oozing out of her 
inflamed backbone. I still remember what a stoic girl she was. Before she 
was hospitalized, once in a while I would drop into her room at our 
house in Hanoi for brief visits, and was amazed at how she never cried 
or complained. Since it was getting late, my mother did not dare to ven- 
ture out in the deserted streets to visit Cuc. The next day my mother set 


out on foot to find her. She cried, filled with guilt and pity, when she 
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saw her emaciated child on the hospital bed, being tended by the maid 
who had been by her side during the months our family was gone. In 
pain, Cuc just stared at her with sad eyes, and did not utter a sound. 

Once settled in Hanoi, my mother sent word to my father that it was 
safe to return. Her message reached him one day in June, and he imme- 
diately rented a boat to take us back to Hanoi. We kept quiet about our 
plan to avoid alerting the Viet Minh. After traveling a day and a half, 
we landed at a village close to Hanoi where we disembarked and spent 
the night. The next morning, we set out on foot but did not get beyond 
the village market. A group of Viet Minh barred the way and would not 
less us pass. Luckily, the villager who had given us shelter knew these 
Viet Minh and got us through their checkpoint. As we entered Hanoi, 
we saw burned-out shells of houses, broken glass, twisted metal, crum- 
bled walls, and collapsed roofs. 

My mother and Giu were waiting when we reached my aunts’ house. 
We cried, happy to be together again and relieved that we were all safe 
and that we had left behind the fighting in the countryside. I must have 
collapsed after the emotional reunion and slept for hours. I only remem- 
ber waking up and finding myself in a nice bed, in a nice room, in a nice 
and cool house, and then being fed an edible meal for the first time in 
weeks. Since our old neighborhood was still deserted and insecure, my 
parents did not want to go back to our old home. We moved into a 
house owned by some acquaintances of my aunts who were still some- 
where in the countryside. 

At this time, the maid who had been at Cuc’s bedside quit to marry 
a nurse she had met at the hospital. My mother began to keep permanent 
vigil over Cuc in the room that my sister shared with another patient. 
The hospital was almost empty, as most of the city’s population was still 
gone. At night, it was deserted and disturbingly quiet. About a month 
after my mother moved in with her, Cuc was finally released from the 
disease that had tormented her for years. The night she died, my moth- 
er bathed her tenderly and carefully with a washcloth, making several 
trips to get water from a tap in the deserted yard, as an owl—the bird 
of death in Vietnamese belief—hooted in the dark. Then my mother put 
some fresh clothes on my sister and pulled down the mosquito netting 
over her bed. When all that was done, my mother went and sat down 
in a chair outside on the veranda and waited for morning to come. As 
dawn broke, she went looking for the nurse on duty and told her the 
news. The nurse had my sister moved to the hospital’s mortuary. My 
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mother asked that Cuc be placed in a private room there as a special 
favor. But when she returned later with the funerary clothes, she found 
my sister in a stuffy room with four or five grotesque corpses: people 
who had died alone, contorted in pain, without anyone to straighten out 
their limbs before rigor mortis set in. From that day onward, my moth- 
er became very afraid of dying alone, unattended—like the twisted 
corpses in that hellish room. Cuc was buried in a lot nearby; with the 
city still not completely secure, my parents did not dare to travel very 
far. Later on, after things returned to normal, she was disinterred and 
buried in a proper resting place in a cemetery. 

With life not yet restored to normal, there were very few jobs avail- 
able, and my father now faced the problem of finding employment to 
support his large family. To tide us over, my mother had to borrow a 
small sum of money from one of her sisters, a loan she did not know how 
she was going to pay back. Our life was hard, and we could barely 
afford food. My older brother Luong, who was only fourteen, shopped 
at an impromptu market that had sprung up in a safer area of town near 
the central lake, and cooked for the family. We ate mostly rice, corn, 
soup, and sometimes bean sprouts or bean curd, never meat. Once in a 
while, Giu or Xuong, who were still working at their jobs, would 
bring back a can of condensed milk as a special treat. 

One day my father ran into Dr. Dang Huu Chi, an old friend, who 
had been appointed by the French as chairman of the Hoi Dong An 
Dan—Council to Calm and Resettle the Population—that was about to 
be created in Haiphong. Mr. Chi took my father to see some old French 
acquaintances such as Mr. Leroy, a former résident of Nam Dinh Province 
where my father had served. Mr. Leroy was now holding a high posi- 
tion in the recreated colonial administration, and was delighted to see 
my father, whose competence he admired. The government was desper- 
ately short of staff, and hired practically any former employee who made 
it back to Hanoi and showed up for work. Mr. Leroy offered my father 
the position of vice-chairman of the council in Haiphong, serving as 
assistant to Dr. Chi. 

My father at first turned down the offer, fearing that if he took this 
post, the Viet Minh would retaliate and harm his older brother, who 
was still living in their zone. He asked Mr. Leroy to give him a lower 
position—even a clerical job would do. But Mr. Leroy said anything 
less than the post of vice-chairman of the Haiphong council would be 
beneath him and a waste of his talent. My father went to see Dr. Chi 
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to talk things over and his friend persuaded him that my uncle would be 
all right. With no other viable alternative, my father reluctantly decid- 
ed to take the offer, and went back to see Mr. Leroy. The next day, he 
left for Haiphong with Dr. Chi, while the rest of the family stayed in 
Hanoi until he could send for us. With this appointment, a new phase 
began for us: a generally happy period for me and my brothers and sis- 


ters, but a trying one for my father. 


157 


Into the Resistance Lone 


The boat drifted in the misty rain, 
buffeted now and then by the gusts 
of cold air that Arctic currents 
sweeping down from Siberia across 
China had brought into Tonkin. 
Beneath the woven bamboo canopy, 
Thang hugged her six-month-old 
son, trying to keep him warm, and 
watched the banks slip by. Under 
the low and gray winter sky, the 
river looked like lead. Nothing was 
stirring as people and animals bur- 
rowed in their shelters to keep out 
of the bitter and penetrating win- 
ter cold and crachin—fine drizzle— 
that falls nonstop and shrouds 
Tonkin in a depressing mist from 
February to March. She and Hau 
were traveling northward into the 
resistance base, away from the war- 
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torn delta. For a day and a night, the boat went through areas she had 
never seen before. They were not stopping anywhere to get provisions, 
so the pressed rice balls and roasted sesame seeds my mother had given 
them before their departure would have to last for this leg of the trip. 
After the long ride, they disembarked in Son Tay, where they changed 
boats, and continued on to Trung Ha. From there, they hired a horse- 
drawn cart and made their way to Phu Tho city, in the midlands 
province where my father had served as a district magistrate. Hau took 
them to the house of one of his relatives for a brief rest, where they 
bathed, changed clothes, and did their laundry, drying the wet clothes 
by a fire while the rain drenched the outside. The baby’s diaper rash had 
gotten worse, but there was no medication for it. Whenever he got too 
cranky, Thang would nurse him to calm him down. 

My sister's excitement about following the resistance now gave way 
to weariness. When Hau had asked her in Van Dinh to go with him into 
the Viet Bac mountain base, she had simply said, “Fine.” The French 
were here, she thought, and they had to be driven out. Joining the resis- 
tance was the right thing to do. Her husband had decided to take part, 
and so she would just go with him and be part of it too. Victory or 
defeat—the outcome did not worry her. Fighting the French was some- 
thing that had to be done, regardless of how it would end. She did not 
even bother to ask Hau what she could expect to find in the base, how 
they were going to get there, what they would do once they got there, 
and how long he thought they were going to stay. The journey turned 
out to be harder than she had imagined, and the baby’s condition wor- 
ried her, yet she did not complain. Hau had made the trip back and forth 
from the base to Van Dinh a couple of times, so he was used to the rig- 
ors of the journey. The Viet Minh had sabotaged railways and roads to 
slow down the French advance. The only way to get around was to 
travel by boat, cart, bicycle, or, most frequently, on foot. Trips that 
should have taken a day or two now took a week. Hau had become 
resigned to the inconveniences of travel, but the enthusiasm he had felt 
during the first days of the resistance was beginning to dampen. He tried 
to fight off weariness, sadness, and a nagging worry about the future. As 
the war spread and the scorched-earth tactic took its toll, he had seen 
settlements set ablaze, towns left in ruins, and frantic refugees stream- 
ing into the countryside to find shelter. The destruction and the suffer- 
ing undermined his resolve. Also, the Viet Minh’s weakness in the face 
of French military might made him wonder whether the resistance 
would survive. 
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From Phu Tho, my sister and her husband set off on foot for the next 
leg of the trip. They ate whatever they could buy in shacks along the 
way. Then they boarded another boat to cross into Tuyen Quang 
Province within the Viet Minh resistance zone. When they docked, 
Hau said, “We're almost there!” His words lifted the weariness off 
Thang’s shoulders. Finally, she could look forward to settling down— 
having a roof over their heads and getting in from the endless rain and 
the cold that chilled her to the bone. They made their way to an old 
French coffee plantation, now under Viet Minh management. The cadre 
in charge welcomed. them and told my sister, “You’ve made it all the 
way from Van Dinh, carrying your baby. That’s quite a feat for a pam- 
pered mandarin’s daughter.” Thang smiled in reply. Marriage, mother- 
hood, and war had not changed her, and often she still went through a 
whole day without saying a word. The manager put her family in a room 
of the old two-story villa with four other families that eventually would 
move into the forest base with her. This was malaria country. All the 
windows were covered with mesh screens to keep out the mosquitoes. 
By six in the evening, everyone would huddle indoors with the screens 
tightly shut. After dusk, other unwelcome visitors also appeared. Tigers 
would come down from the forest, leaving footprints the size of soup 
bowls around the coffee plants. Here, someone told Thang about a local 
remedy for the baby’s diaper rash: a black paste that cured it right away 
although it left a sooty mess on his clothes. The cough that had been 
bothering him also went away, and he began nursing and sleeping. 

Before war broke out, the Viet Minh had set up two bases in Tonkin, 
one in the northeast near the Chinese border and one south of the Red 
River Delta. The one in the northeast, called the Viet Bac, included six 
provinces spread over 10,000 square miles. The other one covered the 
hilly and jungly areas of Thanh Hoa, Nghe An, and Ha Tinh—the 
provinces bordering on the sea that my ancestors had crossed in their 
journey to Van Dinh. Other bases also existed in the central and south- 
ern parts of the country, but the Viet Bac was the best prepared and the 
most important. Throughout the war, it would serve as the nerve center 
of the resistance and as the seat of the Viet Minh government-in-exile. 
Ho Chi Minh and his key lieutenants would direct the war from here 
until the final climactic battle of Dien Bien Phu. The Viet Bac, in fact, 
covered the same ground favored by rebels and bandits over the cen- 
turies, because its mountainous terrain, limestone peaks and caves, and 
forested hills provided good cover and made the base easily defensible. 

Beginning in March 1947, as French troops fanned out to pacify the 
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delta, Viet Minh agencies and their employees retreated into the Viet 
Bac. At the same time, thousands of civilians also moved into the base, 
choosing to live under the Viet Minh rather than under the French, or 
simply trying to get as far as possible from the fighting in the delta. 
Among the refugees was a contingent of intellectuals, writers, singers, 
musicians, actors, and actresses who had trekked into the Viet Minh 
zone to support the resistance. In the Viet Bac, government agencies 
scattered in the forest to avoid detection, and would change locations 
once in a while to throw the French off their track. The employees lived 
in huts spread among the various hill tribes that inhabited the area, 
whose languages, customs, and cultures shared little in common with 
their own. The Viet Minh had successfully wooed these tribes very 
early on. In fact, the mountain people provided the initial recruits for 
the Viet Minh army, and one of their leaders, Chu Van Tan, rose to 
become a famous general. Tribal support for the Viet Minh, though 
widespread, was far from being total, however, and the French were 
also able to recruit allies among these diverse groups. 

Knowing that they would be cut off from supplies in the delta for a 
long time, the Viet Minh had stockpiled rice, salt, and cloth in the base. 
Before leaving the lowlands for the mountains, they had also dismantled 
machinery they had taken from shops in the delta and reassembled the 
equipment in the forest. Small factories sprang up in caves, and using 
raw materials that had been painstakingly carried into the forest, pro- 
duced soap, matches, cloth, paper, and a few other basic goods. Medical 
equipment was also carted into the base, along with a small quantity of 
weapons and ammunition. Makeshift workshops were set up to repair 
weapons and produce a few small firearms. But with 30,000 soldiers 
now to equip, General Vo Nguyen Giap—the Viet Minh commander— 
did not have enough weapons for his men. The shortage was so acute 
that several soldiers had to share a rifle. In some units, the ratio was 
twelve men to a rifle. 

Employees of the government-in-exile settled under the canopy of 
trees in the forest. They sorely missed things they had taken for grant- 
ed, such as electricity and running water. Everything was scarce, from 
cloth to soap to matches. But at the beginning when enthusiasm was at 
its peak and the hardships had not taken their toll, most of them did not 
mind. Initially, they found that having their life reduced to the barest 
necessities actually had its advantages. They felt liberated from the 
material worries and personal ambitions that used to dog them in the 
cities. They poked fun at their dramatic transformation from city resi- 
dents to forest dwellers and laughed at themselves. Their biggest fanta- 


161 = into the resistance zone 


sy was to visit Bac Can, the capital of the resistance, to stroll among its 
modest coffee shops, restaurants, bazaars, and bookstores, and to get 
light by simply flicking a switch and water by simply turning on a tap. 
Their only aspiration was to win the war quickly. 

Thang and Hau would end up in the same primitive conditions. After 
a few months, as a French attack appeared imminent, they and the four 
other families that had settled down at the plantation retreated into the 
forest, about twenty kilometers away. The weather was unstable. One 
moment, the rain would soak them, and then the sun would come out 
and steam their wet clothes dry. The poor baby who was repeatedly 
turned into a soggy bundle became lifeless, his small body burning with 
fever. No one could tell Thang what was wrong with him and they had 
no medication. Fortunately, they found a Vietnamese who had been liv- 
ing in the forest for many years and had learned from the local Tho tribe 
how to use the various herbs that grew in the area. He gathered some 
bark and leaves, and boiled them to make an infusion. Each day, Thang 
would drink a huge bowl of the medicine, and pass it to the baby 
through her milk. The cure worked, and the baby recovered. 

Thang and Hau and the other four families settled in a forest clearing, 
where they shared a long house on stilts—similar to those used by the 
Tho tribe—that had been built for them. A rickety ladder led up into 
the hut. They cooked their food in a small area located on the porch near 
the ladder, setting their pots over a fire in a three-by-three-foot bamboo 
frame with sides that were six inches tall and a bottom covered with a 
thick layer of packed dirt to insulate the bamboo floor from the flames. 
Chickens foraged and slept underneath the house. The hut and the nar- 
row strip of land around it formed the only open space. Beyond the 
fringe was the forbidding forest, where boars, bears, and tigers roamed 
among the trees. At night, the ladder had to be pulled up to keep tigers 
from climbing in. Thang did not like the forest after dark. It seemed mys- 
terious and menacing, its impenetrable mass pressing down on the tiny 
hut. In the daylight, the forest did not look so threatening and Thang 
would stand by a window, her baby in her arms, listening to the bird 
whose strange cry sounded like “Bat co troi cot,” or “Catch her and tie her 
to a stake,” or to the pleasant twinkling of bells that the local people 
strung around the necks of their buffaloes when they let them graze in 
the forest. Thang liked the rhythm of life here and enjoyed watching the 
people go about their business, tending to their animals and trees, or 
dropping seeds into holes in the soil fertilized with the ashes of the trees 
they had burned down to clear land for planting. 

In that long house, Thang had her first taste of what the communists, 
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who secretly controlled the Viet Minh, called the collective, or com- 
munal, life. In the mountain base, everyone had to set aside their own 
wants and learn to live in harmony with others. The common good of 
the collective had priority over everything else. My sister, who never 
paid much attention to her own needs, found the constant compromises 
easy to accept. Thang’s group of five families lived in a dormitorylike 
setting and ate together. Each family’s living space was confined to a 
reed mat spread on the bamboo floor. Not even a curtain separated one 
mat from the ones next to it. In another setting, the close quarters could 
have created strains, but among these families bound by a common goal, 
the arrangement seemed to encourage socializing and bantering. There 
was much laughter, and the good humor that prevailed—as well as the 
fact that they were sharing the hardships together—made the challenge 
of their stay in the forest less formidable. Besides, they were then intox- 
icated with the dream of winning freedom for their country, and this ini- 
tial enthusiasm allowed them to ignore their privations. It was a bond 
Thang would remember for the rest of her life. 

For bathing and washing, the families went down to the clear stream 
that flowed nearby. The men had rigged up a series of bamboo tubes to 
carry water from the stream into the hut for washing food and dishes 
and for drinking and cooking. Each person had only one change of cloth- 
ing. All the clothes were dyed either brown or indigo blue, to blend in 
with the surroundings and make the wearers less visible to French air- 
planes. Hau’s spare outfit was made by Thang, dyed and sewn with the 
help of the women in the group. Sewing was not one of her skills, so the 
pants and shirt were lopsided and lumpy. But Hau did not criticize her 
clumsy work, and instead cherished his brown outfit. He wore it 
throughout the war. Thang kept it for years after they returned to Hanoi 
in 1954. Sometimes, in later years, she would take it out of the dresser 
and examine it with misty eyes. 

In that forest clearing, the four cadres and their wives would become 
like a family to Thang, replacing the one she had left in Van Dinh. She 
tends to look back on this phase with nostalgia now, and thinks of it as 
the happiest period of her life in the resistance zone. One of the wives 
was a graduate from Thang’s secondary girl school in Hanoi. Of the five 
women, only one was involved in Viet Minh activities. Revolution was 
primarily seen as a man’s work, and women tended to do things like 
sewing flags and writing slogans on banners. A higher level of partici- 
pation would be working in the Women’s Association to encourage 
women to support the resistance, but “supporting” usually meant stand- 
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ing behind husbands and sons, taking care of their families so the men 
could focus their attention and energy on the fight against the French, 
or serving as porters to carry weapons and supplies for the army. 

The women who had small children spent all their time taking care 
of them, and were spared any work except cooking and cleaning up. If 
they were not summoned away, the men focused their energy on finding 
food to supplement the rice provided by the government. They cleared 
some land to grow vegetables and raise chickens for eggs. They also 
fished for shrimp in the stream, and foraged for wild bamboo shoots and 
edible leaves in the forest. Hau turned out to have a knack for locating 
the tender shoots, and was crowned champion bamboo shoot gatherer. 
The active part of each day was short. By six o'clock each family had to 
retire to their reed mats and pull down the nets to keep from being bit- 
ten by mosquitoes. But no one could be careful enough. In spite of all the 
precautions, Thang, Hau, and the baby all came down with malaria. 

With thousands of displaced civilians, employees, and soldiers to 
feed, the Viet Minh faced the enormous task of producing enough food 
for everyone. Supplies from the delta were no longer available, because 
of the distance and also because this region—Tonkin’s traditional food 
basket—was now under French control. To avert a crisis, the govern- 
ment urgently asked everyone—soldiers, government employees, teach- 
ers, students, civilians—to grow food and become self-sufficient. 
Producing food became part of the fight to liberate the country. 

But the urban refugees did not know what to plant and how to grow 
it, especially since the soil and climate of the highlands and midlands 
were different from those with which they were familiar in the delta. 
Hau was one of a handful of people who had enough technical know- 
how to help. He became a consultant. Viet Minh agencies would ask 
him to come and give advice on what they could grow. Part of his job 
was to go to different regions to collect the best seeds, and then make 
the rounds of the government offices and towns to hand them out and 
teach the displaced people how to plant them. His job was also to teach 
peasants to grow new or better crops so they could produce more food. 
Throughout the resistance, food would remain as critical as weapons for 
the Viet Minh. When the French entered Viet Minh villages, they 
would destroy rice stockpiles or kill draft animals used for ploughing. 
When the rice ripened in the fields, they would launch operations to 
disrupt the harvest. So, with food remaining at the heart of the struggle 
for survival, Hau never tired of his work. Growing things for him took 
on a meaning that went beyond mere professional satisfaction. As he 
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tramped across the Viet Minh zone, he felt like a true combatant in the 
fight for independence. 

Traveling through the forest was not for the faint-hearted. Hau car- 
ried an old musket to protect himself against wild beasts. He only had 
to use it a couple of times, once when he scared off a bear. He was never 
attacked, but he knew of a cadre who got mauled and disfigured. Hau 
saw a tiger once, from a distance, but the animal left him alone. The for- 
est teemed with fowl and wild boars, but being a poor shot, Hau never 
managed to bag one for dinner. Hau also carried a machete, which he 
used to hack his way through thick forest undergrowth. The dense 
foliage harbored another danger: snakes. There were king cobras and 
vipers, the most lethal of which was the small green snake that could 
kill a water buffalo with just one dose of its poison. Hau had a phobia 
about snakes, but had to forget his fear and forge ahead. Once in a 
while, he would see a snake crawling across the trail. He would stop 
and wait for it to disappear before continuing on his way. Snakes could 
be found in houses, too, and Hau once saw a huge black one chasing 
squealing rats in the rafters of a hut where he was staying. But bo cho, 
similar to ticks, were the worst affliction by far. They drove Hau crazy. 
They hid in his clothes and snuggled up in the moist and warm parts of 
his body, like his arm pits and the hollow of his back . Each bite made 
him jump with pain. The only way to kill them was to throw them into 
a fire. 

As if these dangers and inconveniences were not enough, Hau had to 
worry about French airplanes as well. At the beginning of the war, the 
French had complete control of the skies. Knowing that the Viet Minh 
did not have the weapons to bring them down, French reconnaissance 
planes sometimes would descend to low altitudes to fire on people 
walking along a road or a dirt path in the Viet Minh zone if they sus- 
pected them of being cadres, porters, or guerrillas. Not being able to 
hear well, Hau could not tell when planes were approaching to take 
cover. The forest paths were well hidden by trees, but in the exposed 
lowlands he could be spotted by them. He got caught in so many straf- 
ings that he lost count. Once he was riding his bicycle along the top of 
a dike when an airplane appeared, firing on the road as it bore straight 
toward him. He jumped off his bike and instinctively raised his knap- 
sack to his head as the only protection he had. But none of the bullets 
found its mark. Another time, he kept on pedaling until some guerrillas 
dashed out of nowhere, grabbed him, and pulled him into a bush. 
Afterward, they said he had to be an enemy agent who had deliberate- 
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ly stayed in the open to send a secret signal to the plane. They searched 
him to see whether he had anything that could send a signal—like a mir- 
ror—before they let him go. 

Of all the attacks, he remembered best the airborne assault the 
French launched against the Viet Minh base in the autumn of 1947. The 
weather was favorable for their operation. The monsoon rains had ended 
and given way to the dry season, the interval before the cold set in and 
before the crachin began. With this huge operation, the French command 
thought it could wipe out the Viet Minh by capturing their leaders and 
destroying their regular army in one fell swoop. For a month, a 15,000- 
strong force consisting of ground troops, fighter planes, armored carri- 
ers, and shipborne battalions attacked the base in a huge pincer move- 
ment. At dawn on the first day of the operation, over a thousand para- 
troopers landed in Bac Can, the capital of the resistance, and two other 
key market towns, hoping to catch Viet Minh leaders by surprise. But 
the Viet Minh were clever enough not to congregate in the cities, and 
had instead scattered into different parts of the forest near the towns. 
They had also made preparations for a quick evacuation if necessary. 
Each site was located near trails that would allow escape in several 
directions. At the first hint of trouble, they would destroy sensitive 
documents and then leave quickly. Hau had gone to Bac Can the night 
before the French assault to visit an older brother employed in the 
Finance Ministry. The next morning he left on his bicycle. Not long 
after he was gone, the paratroopers began their attack. A few miles 
away, Hau could see the planes and parachutes that trailed beneath them 
like giant umbrellas. Most of the Viet Minh in the vicinity, including 
Hau’s brother, escaped by following one of several trails radiating into 
the forested hills. 

At the same time that planes were dropping troops, another column. 
was making its way into the base on ships sailing up a tributary of the 
Red River. That evening, my sister was sitting in the hut, listening to 
the men hammering nails into a makeshift coffin to bury one of the cadres 
who had died, when they learned that the French had landed at Binh 
Ca, not far from their hideout. The group, now larger with the arrival 
of a few more men, hurriedly buried the cadre and fled. Before leaving, 
they plugged up their ears with cotton balls and tied up their sleeves 
and pant legs to keep the tiny forest leeches from crawling inside to suck 
their blood. They also smeared soap on their exposed ankles, so they 
could brush the leeches off quickly. Then, they plunged into the dark 
forest. A guide with a feeble light strapped to his head led them along 


y 
p] 


166 = into the resistance zone 


narrow trails deeper into the forest. When Thang’s arms began to ache 
from holding the baby, the guide took him into his. Once in a while, 
they would stop for a quick rest and to pick out the leeches clinging to 
their clothes and shoes. 

The group walked silently for a long time. They must have covered 
several kilometers in the dark before they arrived in a mountain settle- 
ment that would serve as their temporary quarters for a while. They 
scattered into the huts of the local people, each family going into a dif- 
ferent house. When Thang entered the hut assigned to her, she found 
her former teacher from the Dong Khanh school living there. A secret 
sympathizer in the days when she was teaching in Hanoi, she was now 
a leader in the Women’s Association. The brief stay in this small settle- 
ment of huts spread among the trees was a pleasant respite. The days 
passed peacefully. 

Thang’s group did not know it at the time but Viet Minh troops had 
scored a victory of sorts at Binh Ca. A band of soldiers, dug into fox- 
holes and armed only with two machine guns, fired on the French land- 
ing craft making their way up the Lo River, and then moved along the 
shore to fire at them again as they advanced further into Viet Minh ter- 
ritory. They managed to sink a craft or two and damage a couple of oth- 
ers. It was not much of a battle, but the Viet Minh mobilized their pro- 
paganda machine to turn this small encounter into a great fight and a 
resounding triumph. Well-known composers wrote songs to glorify 
what was now referred to as the “Lo River Victory,” while poets, 
painters, and novelists did their part to praise the heroism of the Viet 
Minh fighters. At the same time, photographs of “victories” in other 
“battles” —including one of French nurses pleading for mercy when they 
were captured after their truck was blown up by a mine—were dis- 
tributed among Viet Minh agencies. Doubts of being able to stand up to 
the French onslaught now gave way to hope that final victory was pos- 
sible. In the gloomy forest, the news of these successes was like a bright 
ray of hope for Thang and Hau and their comrades. It helped them to 
believe that their sacrifices would not be in vain. 

During the resistance, propaganda would play an important role in 
sustaining morale among Viet Minh supporters. With some of the coun- 
try’s best artists working for them, Viet Minh propaganda was very 
skillful. Music, in particular, would become the most effective tool in 
inspiring the peasants—the bulwark of the Viet Minh—and the sol- 
diers who came from their ranks. Composers would write songs based 
on traditional folk music for traveling troupes to spread in the country- 
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side and among the army units to reinforce hatred for the French and 
determination to continue the fight. Simple plays, some using the old 
cheo opera format, were also popular among the peasants and the sol- 
diers. Theater troupes would go from village to village, and unit to unit, 
to perform skits and plays, in the tradition of the itinerant actors of the 
ast. 

i After a brief stay in the small settlement, with the French operation 
still in full swing, Thang’s group fled again. Every time they heard the 
rumor that the French were in the vicinity, they would move on. They 
lived on the run for as long as the attacks lasted. In early November, the 
French command finally called off the operation. The French had failed 
to capture the Viet Minh leadership and destroy their regular army, but 
managed to capture a number of towns, including Bac Can, and other 
key points. These were costly to hold, however, because they tied down 
troops in defensive enclaves. Between these pockets of enemy control, 
the Viet Minh continued to slip through. A few weeks later, toward 
the end of November, the French launched another large operation into 
Thai Nguyen and Tuyen Quang provinces, hoping to engage some of the 
Viet Minh’s best units in set-piece battles and wipe them out. But the 
Viet Minh knew it would be suicidal for them to stand and fight against 
overwhelming odds, and simply melted away, allowing the French to 
capture some weapons and a few supply depots. Once the French left, 
the Viet Minh came back. This war without battle lines frustrated the 
French, who would keep looking for the one big conventional battle 
where they could smash the Viet Minh army once and for all. 

It was to this Viet Minh army that my cousin Luc aspired to join 
when he sneaked out of his house in 1945. He was only sixteen years 
old. Like my sister Thang, he had no idea what he was getting himself 
into, and like her he was determined to take whatever came—not out of 
a sense of duty, but out of youthful bravado. When he got to the Viet 
Minh base, he finally had a taste of what it was really like. At home, he 
had plenty of rice to eat and tasty dishes to go with it. But here in the 
forest, in what was grandly called the Bac Son Military Training 
School, he had only two bowls of rice twice a day and some watery 
soup made with shreds of a banana tree trunk; on good days there were 
bits of pork. A few months after he joined, Luc came down with malar- 
ia, his first brush with this terrible disease. He did not know what had 
hit him. There was no medical care and no drugs at the makeshift school 
due to shortages after World War I and the Viet Minh’s inability to 
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traditional remedies, including a broth made with a wild boar’s penis, 
but Luc stayed as sick as ever. When his condition got worse, his unit 
put him in a field hospital staffed with first-year medical students who 
knew nothing about health care. At first they mistakenly treated him for 
tuberculosis, but when he almost died, the staff decided to move him to 
a better hospital in Thai Nguyen. There, his disease was correctly diag- 
nosed, and he received a treatment of quinine, which cured him. A few 
months later, he was sent to attend the Tran Quoc Tuan Military 
Academy. 

This school had been set up in May 1946 to produce the officers that 
the Viet Minh badly needed. The training was unsophisticated and 
rudimentary, and was culled from French, Japanese, and Chinese manu- 
als. It also mcluded a heavy dose of political indoctrination. The aim 
was to turn out officers who not only knew basic combat tactics, but 
also were fervently committed to what the Viet Minh called their “just 
cause.” As in every Viet Minh organization, real control was in the 
hands of a political cadre, a member of the Communist Party that had 
gone underground after the Viet Minh took power in August 1945. 
Most of the trainees were students—young, ardent, and impressionable. 
Life in the academy was no better than what Luc had experienced at the 
beginning. The Viet Minh at this time were receiving no support from 
the Soviet Union or the Chinese Communists, who were still battling 
their Kuomingtang foes. The Viet Minh army lacked everything— 
weapons, ammunition, clothes, shoes, and food. Luc was given an old 
musket and eight cartridges to use—not in training, but only in a com- 
bat situation. If he used up all eight bullets, he would not be resupplied. 
“Each bullet should kill an enemy soldier” was the slogan drilled into 
the recruits. 

For food, the Viet Minh soldiers had to depend on the local popula- 
tion to survive. Each day, each family would put a handful of rice in a 
little jar. At the end of a week or a month, they would take the jar to 
the Viet Minh and contribute the rice to feed the army. Food was 
extremely scarce, and like before, Luc had two bowls of rice per meal 
and some watery soup. Sometimes, the meager ration was reduced to one 
gram of rice per day. Other times, no rice was available, and the trainees 
would have to dig up manioc, which was considered all right as a snack 
but a poor substitute for rice, or roots to eat. 

At mealtime, the recruits would line up in ranks of six, and then sit 
down to eat six to a group. Before they began eating, one would be 
picked as the leader with the job of dishing out two bowls per person. 
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Another would be chosen for the next meal and so on to make sure that 
the food was shared equally. They made their own eating utensils, using 
bamboo trees that they sawed into sections, each of which is naturally 
separated into a sealed compartment. The ones near the root, each about 
five centimeters tall, served as bowls. Soup was served in a long section 
that had been cut in half lengthwise and made into a trough. Serving 
spoons and chopsticks were also fashioned out of bamboo. Bamboo was 
used to make other things, such as baskets for serving rice, knapsacks, 
and helmets. Canteens were nothing more than sections of bamboo car- 
ried ona string. 

There were no uniforms for the recruits. Like soldiers in the entire 
Viet Minh army, they wore whatever they had managed to bring from 
home. Those that did not have shoes or could not afford to buy rubber 
sandals went barefoot, even in the depths of winter. As the Viet Minh 
got more organized, they would each receive one set of clothes. Once a 
month, they would pile up the clothes that needed patching, and local 
volunteers would come into the camp to pick them up for mending. In 
the summer, they would go down to the stream to bathe and wash their 
garments. Then they would set the clothes out to dry on rocks in the 
sun, while they hid stark naked in the bushes to avoid being seen by 
local people who might happen to pass through. While they waited, 
most of their lice also waited patiently for the clothes to dry; only a few 
got disturbed enough to crawl out onto the rocks. Whenever they 
bathed, they would post a sentry to keep watch and turn away peo 
ple—especially young girls—heading in their direction, with the admo- 
nition, “You can’t go that way because we're protecting a military 
secret.” If he saw someone approach, the sentry was also supposed to 
give the alarm. But the early warning system was not fool-proof. One 
time, the guard left his post. Suddenly, Luc and his comrades heard the 
sound of women’s voices. When they looked up, they saw a group of 
young girls on their way back from the market. In panic, Luc and his 
friends lowered themselves into the water, which was crystal-clear and 
only knee-deep, and lay down flat on their bellies. Speaking in their 
tribal dialect, the girls teased them, “What are you doing?” The trainees 
joked, “Can’t you tell? We're looking for fish.” 

Another time, they were bathing naked late one summer afternoon 
when they saw General Vo Nguyen Giap, the Viet Minh commander, 
riding on a horse along the dirt path that was about two meters from the 
stream. Giap was behind another man, who wore a hat and a kerchief 
tied over the lower half of his face. Usually, Giap, as the supreme 
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commander, would be at the head of a traveling party. But that after- 
noon, he was riding behind the other man and talking to him in a very 
deferential manner. The trainees guessed that the other man must be Ho 
Chi Minh himself. It was too late for them to take cover or to run away, 
so they all squatted down, with their hands cupped strategically over 
their genitals. In concert, they greeted the man who was now called 
Uncle Ho by everyone: “Good afternoon, Uncle!” Ho asked, “What are 
you doing?” And they replied, “We're taking a bath.” The exchange, 
though brief and banal, was special to them; for the first time they had 
met the leader whom they revered as a man of integrity, totally com- 
mitted to freeing his people and his country. The Viet Minh triumph 
would owe much to their success in turning Ho into a beloved figure 
among their followers, a man filled with virtue and patriotism who was 
at the same time like a benevolent family member. 

The setting of the military academy was similar to the one in Thang’s 
forest clearing. Luc and the other trainees lived in huts made with wood 
poles and bamboo and set on stilts. In the middle of each hut was the 
cooking area where a fire was kept going at all hours in a wood frame 
heavily lined with packed dirt. On cold days, the trainees liked to gath- 
er around this hearth to keep warm. At night, they would roast manioc 
roots by wrapping them in a thick layer of parchment and then burying 
them under the hot ashes. By the time the paper had burned away, the 
manioc would be cooked to the right degree of doneness. Whoever had 
sentry duty would snack on the manioc, and then before going out to 
stand guard he would put a few more tubers in the ashes so that the sen- 
try relieving him would also have something to eat. Enjoying the hot 
manioc by the light of the dancing flames, as his comrades lay asleep on 
the floor around him, is one of many pleasant memories of the resistance 
for Luc. In winter, a sentry would also get the most precious possession 
the unit had: a lightly padded and quilted jacket, reserved only for those 
on guard duty. 

Although they were living in a malaria-infested zone, Luc and his 
comrades had no mosquito netting, which was why so many recruits 
came down with the disease. In winter, they got covers that were either 
horse blankets—the warmest and the most coveted ones—or blankets 
woven with rush or jute. These as well as the quilted jackets had been 
collected by the government from the peasants—two of each per vil- 
lage—and distributed to the army. Luc’s unit of ten had three blankets. 
At night, they had to give one to the sentry, leaving the remaining two 
to be shared by nine. To fit under the cover, they slept close to each 
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other, on their sides, like nestled spoons. Whenever one of them want- 
ed to turn over, he would shout, “Turn!” and everyone would move in 
unison. They took turns sleeping on the colder edges. This willingness 
to share allowed them to live in harmony. There was no distinction 
between recruits, foot soldiers, and officers. They all had the same daily 
food ration and the same stipend of about twenty cents per month, not 
even enough to buy cigarettes or Vietnamese tobacco. Everyone in Luc’s 
unit loved to smoke, so they pooled their scant resources to buy the cig- 
arettes or tobacco they craved. 

They had not experienced their first combat, so war and its horrors 
were still unknowns. Even love, with its longings and distractions, did 
not intrude. Living far away from their own people, there were no 
opportunities for them to meet girls. The tribal girls living in the set- 
tlement a kilometer away from the forest school belonged to an alien cul- 
ture and to them were “not the same kind.” They viewed the girls sim- 
ply as good friends, and taught them the new revolutionary songs and 
dances; in return, the girls would take them home and share with them 
whatever food they had. Any stirring they felt they quickly suppressed, 
afraid of getting the girls pregnant and themselves punished by the army. 
Visiting the girls was the social highlight for Luc and his comrades, and 
they would try to appear as presentable as circumstances allowed, 
which meant borrowing the best clothes they could find in their unit. 
Permission to visit the settlement came from their squad leader, who 
would say, for example, “Today, it’s Luc’s turn to go to the village. 
Minh, you have the best shirt, and Lam, you have the best pair of pants. 
You two loan your clothes to Luc to wear. He'll return them to you 
when he gets back tomorrow.” The material and moral support of the 
local girls and their families helped ease life for Luc and the other 
trainees. 

Luc’s officer academy was located near Bac Can, the main target for 
the French attack in October 1947. The day French troops landed, Luc 
and his fellow trainees were performing a field operation about four 
kilometers away from the school when the news of the general attack 
reached his group. They were ordered to retreat to Chiem Hoa, and then 
to Ban Thi. The officer candidates were the future leaders of the army, 
so instead of throwing them into combat the Viet Minh command decid- 
ed to preserve them for the long war to come. As it turned out, howev- 
er, they bumped into a French column in Ban Thi. For the trainees who 
were closest to the enemy line, it was their first brush with war. Luc, 
however, was positioned too far away to be part of the action. After the 
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exchange of fire, both sides withdrew because they were afraid of walk- 
ing into bigger trouble. Some time later, Luc’s unit returned to the bat- 
tlefield to look for their dead and wounded. Afraid that the French 
might come back, they picked up their one dead and quickly left—miss- 
ing a soldier named Phong, who was hiding in a bush, his cheeks bleed- 
ing from a bullet that had pierced his mouth. After they were gone, the 
French also came back to look for their own dead and wounded. They 
were more thorough, and spent a long time searching, their men moving 
out in a widening arc. From his hiding place, Phong suddenly heard the 
French commander ordering one of the soldiers to go into the bush and 
see whether anyone was lying there. As the soldier parted the branches 
and leaves to check, he saw Phong crouching there with blood on his 
neck and shirt. Phong’s eyes met the pair of blue eyes. The soldier froze, 
and the two men stared at each other for an instant. Then the soldier 
turned around and left, reporting, “There’s no one in the bush.” Later 
that night, Phong managed to crawl back to his unit and told the story 
of how he had been spared. The soldier’s gesture surprised and moved 
everyone in the academy, and reminded them that not every Frenchman 
was a cruel brute. In making its tally later on, Luc’s unit estimated that 
it had killed thirty-one French soldiers while losing one dead and one 
wounded. 

After these operations, the Viet Minh government decided that the 
base was too dangerous for the dependents of cadres. Hau and his col- 
leagues had to pack up their families and take them out of the area. It 
was winter again and the journey was arduous. Thang bundled up her 
son, piling on all the clothes that he had, and covering his head with a 
cap and his tiny feet with socks, but it was impossible to stay warm. 

She and her family would not have survived during this trip without 
the support of the hill tribes. In the forest, there were no inns and no 
restaurants, but wherever they went, they could always rely on these 
people to give them shelter and food. The accommodations were rustic 
and the food basic, but the tribes shared the little they had gladly. One 
man went out to catch a duck and made soup for Thang and her group, 
then gave the children four eggs he had been saving for his own family. 
This support and the solidarity within the Viet Minh movement rein- 
forced Thang’s faith in the resistance. Instead of weakening her resolve, 
her stay in the base convinced her that the French would not be able to 
prevail in the face of so much determination and such a high morale. At 
this point, Thang only understood the overall goals of the Viet Minh 


but not the theoretical underpinnings of socialism. She knew that once 
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independence was achieved, the “ruling clique” that was cooperating 
with the French would be overthrown. She thought they deserved to 
go, because they had done nothing for their country and their people. 
She was not perturbed by the fact that, when this happened, her father 
would lose his position. She was certain he would not be harmed; in 
fact, she thought that, since he was a patriot, he would be utilized by 
the Viet Minh, as were other former mandarins now serving in the resis- 
tance. The revolution wanted to get rid of the privileged class, not indi- 
viduals like her father who made up this class, she believed. 

Thang’s group went through several provinces to reach Bac Giang, 
also in the midlands region. Here, Hau left Thang and the baby with the 
family of my uncle Trinh at their farm—a plantation that used to belong 
to a Frenchman—and returned to the mountain base. She said a sad 
good-bye to the rest of her group, who would scatter from here to find 
shelter wherever they could. 

My uncle had bought his farm a long time ago, when he was a dis- 
trict magistrate in a nearby province. It included about 260 acres of rice 
fields, for which he paid a low price because the hilly terrain was not 
fertile and the crop yield was low. On this property, he had built a 
thatch house with several compartments, large enough to accommodate 
several relatives who had come to seek refuge. With my sister’s arrival, 
the household now included over forty people. Besides the rice fields, 
my uncle also owned an orange grove that spread out over thirteen acres. 
Thanks to the large income from his properties, my uncle had no diffi- 
culty feeding everyone. He was generous, and did not mind having to 
support so many people. Of the rice fields, he kept only about nine acres 
to farm himself with the help of hired laborers, and rented out the rest 
in exchange for 10 percent of the crop. Compared with what some 
greedy landlords were collecting, his rent was reasonable and still left 
his tenant farmers with enough to survive. Besides the hired laborers, 
my uncle had a staff of servants who did household chores and helped 
him take care of his buffaloes, oxen, and hundreds of chickens, which he 
housed in a large shed. My uncle loved his farm, the cycle of planting 
and harvesting, and the sight of his orange trees in late fall when their 
branches would bend under the weight of the fruit. With all that the 
land and his labor was producing, he and his family led a comfortable 
life by local standards. 

At this time, the Viet Minh were preaching unity and trying to 
recruit anyone who was willing to join their movement, regardless of 
class origin. In time, the communists would turn the old social order 
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upside down, destroying the traditional elite and the middle class to put 
the workers and poor peasants on top. But for now, they could not afford 
to alienate people like my uncle. So, in spite of his background as a big 
landowner and a mandarin, the Viet Minh approached him. They invit- 
ed him to serve as vice-chairman of the province committee of the Lien 
Viet, an organization they had set up to attract middle-class people and 
intellectuals into their ranks. My aunt, meanwhile, was recruited to 
serve as the head of the Women’s Association for Region III, one of the 
fourteen regions into which the Viet Minh had divided Vietnam to facil- 
itate command and mobilization of resources. My aunt and uncle 
immersed themselves in these activities, supporting the resistance as 
ardently as the poor peasants that the Viet Minh considered the core of 
their movement. Life under the Viet Minh, with its strict code of behav- 
ior, had changed my aunt and uncle. My aunt, the daughter of Vi Van 
Dinh, the feudal lord of the Tho tribe, had turned from a haughty aris- 
tocrat into a modest and solicitous leader. Meanwhile, my uncle, who 
had fathered two children out of wedlock, had ceased his womanizing. 

For the first time since she left Van Dinh, Thang found herself among 
relatives. My uncle’s family was very kind to her; there was plenty to 
eat, and servants to wait on everyone. Whenever he passed through the 
area on mission, or at Tet, Hau would pay his wife and son a visit. The 
normal rhythm was disrupted only by French sweep operations. 
Although the French did not once set foot in their village, and they 
heard gunfire only from afar, Thang and the villagers would flee when- 
ever there was an operation, just to be safe. After the French left, Thang 
and the villagers would come back. Everywhere in the Viet Minh zone, 
this game of hide-and-seek was going on. More often than not, the 
French would find nothing in the villages but ducks, chickens, oxen, 
and buffaloes when they passed through. To their frustrated troops, it 
must have appeared like they were boxing against shadows. 

With the dependents gone, Hau’s office relocated to a clearing in the 
Tan Trao area, about thirty kilometers from Vinh Yen City. The site was 
chosen because it was in a sparsely populated and difficult to reach area, 
and provided good cover against detection. There were a few settle- 
ments nearby, but they were strung out several miles apart. The largest 
and the most “civilized” would be one with a couple of huts where Hau 
and his colleagues could buy a box of matches, a tinned biscuit or two, 
or a few bananas. Two tall mountain peaks rose on either side of the 
clearing. It was gloomy and damp under the canopy of trees. Tigers 
roamed at night. Inside their huts, with the ladders drawn up, some- 
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times they could hear the tigers’ loud panting. Twice, the tigers broke 
through the pens to take their animals: a calf the first time, and a dog 
the second time—in broad daylight. 

Hau’s group of thirty people lived in three or four huts scattered 
among the trees, a short distance from one another, so that if a bomb 
should fall the entire office would not get wiped out. They received 
enough rice to eat, but there was no market where they could buy food, 
so they grew their own vegetables and raised chickens for eggs, their 
only source of protein besides the tiny fish they managed to catch once 
in a while in a stream. 

With the help of his colleagues, Hau started a garden. Visitors mar- 
veled at the sight of row upon row of chapote vines climbing over stakes 
and fences in the middle of a wild forest. For water, the men dug wells 
or used the many clear streams that rushed through the mountain. 
Firewood was plentiful and they always kept a fire going. In winter, 
they burned logs from the lim hardwood trees, which produced intense 
heat and deep purple flames. The heat was so powerful that it would 
roast peanuts scattered around the fire. As far as medical care was con- 
cerned, they were on their own. After the first few painful attempts, 
Hau managed to master the art of giving injections to himself and oth- 
ers. When he traveled, he would take along a syringe, a supply of qui- 
nine for malaria, and a few aspirin tablets for headaches and colds. 

The Viet Minh strove to retain the trappings of government within 
the zone that they controlled, so although they were located in the for- 
est, far from each other, the scattered ministries and their offices tried 
to function like regular bureaucracies, with a daily schedule, meetings, 
and business trips. The routine, of course, was different from the one 
they used to have in the cities: There was little paperwork, trips were 
difficult to make, meetings were rare, and the cadres led a “collective 
life’—sleeping and eating together—instead of going home each day 
after work. In Hau’s camp, a length of rail, salvaged from a sabotaged 
railway and suspended from a post, served as a bell marking events in 
the daily schedule. Wake-up calls were at 6 a.m., followed by break- 
fast. At 7 a.m., they started work. Mostly, they tended to their vegeta- 
bles and animals. After lunch and a brief rest, they would return to their 
chores until dinner time. Hau spent most of his time traveling, reporting 
to his bosses about activities in the area he supervised, finding out 
whether there were any new plans to increase food output or any new 
techniques or seeds for him to disseminate, visiting people under his 
charge that were scattered in various settlements, or dropping in on 
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villages to check on the planting or harvesting. Every month or so, he 
would give a class to students at the middle school specializing in agri- 
culture, about two kilometers from where he lived. Hau discovered that 
fighting against foreign domination might be romantic in concept, but in 
practice it could be a dull routine. Only the prospect of achieving free- 
dom made his daily grind worthwhile. 

Once in a while, the political cadre assigned to Hau’s office would 
conduct an education session: reviewing the current situation and dis- 
cussing in general terms what the Viet Minh as a whole needed to do to 
achieve victory. The main goal of the seminar was to maintain morale. 
The analysis was usually optimistic. The cadre would talk about recent 
victories, the strengths and weaknesses of the revolution, and the suc- 
cesses and failures of the French. He would usually end with a statement 
of belief in the final victory and an exhortation to keep up the fight no 
matter what. No one dared voice any feeling of doubt or discourage- 
ment, to avoid harsh criticism from the political cadre, or from their 
own colleagues for a weakening of the will. This policy of enforcing 
high morale, combined with peer pressure and their isolation from other 
sources of news that could have given them a different picture of the 
war, allowed Hau and his comrades to keep from losing their resolve. 
There were moments of fatigue and dejection, but these would pass, and 
news of victories would pump up their enthusiasm again. 

To avoid detection, Hau’s agency moved five or six times. Gradually, 
as the liberated zone was enlarged and the Viet Minh became stronger, 
Hau and his colleagues began to edge toward more populated areas. 
There, they found more ample food supplies and had access to markets 
where they could buy what they needed. After four months, Hau 
thought that Thang and their son Lap were probably overstaying their 
welcome at Uncle Trinh’s house, so he decided to take them to Ninh 
Binh Province to live with one of his brothers. Once more, they packed 
up and set off on foot. When they were close to Van Dinh, they decid- 
ed to stop in to check on my family. They had had no news of us since 
they left. Thang eagerly looked forward to finding her parents and 
brothers and sisters, but when they got there, they found that we had 
moved elsewhere. No one knew where we were. Thinking that she 
would never find us again, my sister wept. After a few days’ rest, they 
rented a boat to go to the village where Hau’s brother was living. Hau’s 
brother and his wife gave them a warm welcome and said that Thang 
and Lap could stay indefinitely. Once they were settled in, Hau imme- 
diately turned around and headed back to the mountain base, hundreds 
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of miles away. That night, my sister cried herself to sleep. For the first 
time since she left home, she felt utterly alone. Her parents and siblings 
had disappeared. Her husband was now going to be much further away, 
and she did not know when she would see him again. 

But Thang’s nomadic life was not going to stop here. Once again, 
French attacks drove them away, into Thanh Hoa Province. When she 
had left Van Dinh, Lap was six months old. Now, he was close to three, 
and she was still living on the run. Another bitterly cold winter had 
arrived. Again, she bundled up her son and set out on foot this time with 
her brother-in-law’s family. They traveled to Cau Bo, in Thanh Hoa 
Province, where Thang’s brother-in-law decided to settle. 

Thanh Hoa Province was part of the second Viet Minh base south of 
the Red River Delta. Throughout the war, this province remained rela- 
tively quiet, and was one of the most secure Viet Minh areas. The 
French were tied down in defending more strategic regions, such as the 
Red. River and the Mekong deltas, or were busy trying to destroy the 
Viet Minh in the Viet Bac base, so they did not venture into Thanh Hoa 
except for occasional air strikes. Cau Bo had an open-air market, one of 
several that enterprising refugees had set up in the Viet Minh zone. 
These markets were just clusters of crude shops that sold goods smug- 
gled from the French zones, usually items that were scarce in the resis- 
tance areas. Thang’s brother-in-law and his wife opened a shop in the 
Cau Bo market. Thang now had to find a way to support herself and her 
child. With just a monthly rice ration and no salary, Hau had no money 
to send to his family. To pay for her expenses, Thang got a job packag- 
ing medicine for shipping. The medication was produced by an uncle of 
Hau’s, who was a chemist, to sell to the Viet Minh army. Thang settled 
into a dull routine. She was glad she no longer had to be on the run, but 
she missed the excitement of life in the forest clearing. She wished she 
could be with her old friends, back in the Viet Bac base. Here in Cau 
Bo, commerce, not revolution, was the main activity, and it was hard to 
sustain the enthusiasm she had felt when she was among comrades heady 
with their ideals. 

Later, the uncle closed down his pharmaceutical business, discour- 
aged by the Viet Minh’s high taxes, which took up to 80 percent of his 
profits. Thang followed her brother and sister-in-law and moved to a 
village where they built a hut near a stream and grew corn and vegeta- 
bles in a small garden. It was good to be away from the bustle of the 
market settlement, but conditions were primitive: One night Lap got 
bitten on the foot by a rat. Even in this remote village, war remained a 
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menace. Sometimes, a plane would come to bomb and strafe. Thang 
would scoop up her son and run to the riverbank, where they hid at the 
foot of a bamboo grove until the plane left. The hut they lived in was 
made with mud walls and a thatched roof, and was so flimsy it collapsed 
during a typhoon. In the driving rain and howling wind, so strong it 
almost sent her flying backward, Thang clutched her baby and crawled 
through rice fields to find shelter elsewhere. After what seemed like an 
eternity, they finally reached a neighbor’s hut. But that hut too was in 
danger of collapsing, and the neighbor and his family were racing from 
corner to corner, trying to prop up the walls and the roof, which was 
leaking like a sieve. Thang and her baby sat on a pile of straw, wet and 
cold, and waited till the neighbors were free to tend to them. After 
experiencing firsthand what life was like for the peasants here and else- 
where, her sympathy for their plight grew even stronger. When the 
Viet Minh eventually took the land of the landlords to give to the poor 
peasants, Thang felt they were right to do so. 

In 1950, the Agriculture Ministry set up an experimental station in 
Tan Phong, in Thanh Hoa Province. To be near his family, Hau asked to 
be transferred there as the head of the station, although this position 
was lower than the one he had in the Viet Bac. His request was grant- 
ed. Thang was elated to get the family back together again, and also to 
have a place of her own for the first time since she left Van Dinh, as they 
were given a hut to live in on the station grounds. Having his family 
next to him eased Hau’s mind, since he no longer had to wonder day in 
and day out how they were doing far away. The greatest drawback to 
being in Tan Phong was the distance from the ministry headquarters. 
Whenever Hau had to go there to attend meetings, present reports, and 
get new instructions about food production, he would have to travel for 
hundreds of kilometers by bicycle and on foot. The job of the station 
was to develop better strains and better growing methods for staples 
like corn, sweet potatoes, and rice, and then disseminate them. 

Hau was the head of the station, but he and his family did not enjoy 
any privileges. Their hut was made of bamboo and thatch, like the hous- 
ing built for the rest of the station’s personnel of thirty. At mealtimes, 
Thang would go to the communal kitchen with a bamboo basket to get 
her family’s share of steamed rice and salted fish. To these, she would 
add vegetables that Hau was growing or that she had bought at a near- 
by market, and a small bowl of anchovy or bean paste for extra protein. 
Life remained simple, but she felt happy being with her family and liv- 


ing once again among like-minded people who were doing their part for 
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the resistance. And she loved to look out at the station’s fields that 
spread over several acres of land. 

Because of the threat of bombing, Thang did not want to send her son 
to the public school, which was located three or four kilometers away 
from their house. She started her own class to teach Lap and the chil- 
dren in the station. When Lap was five years old, however, she decid- 
ed that the time had come for him to attend a regular school. Classes 
were held at night, to avoid bombings. Every day, at five o'clock, Thang 
would feed Lap, and then give him a storm lantern to light his way back 
from school, a stick to keep dogs at bay, and a book bag to carry. Then 
Lap would set off, following the riverbank and a mountain trail to get 
to school. During the class, whenever they heard the droning of an air- 
craft, the teacher would blow out the lantern, rekindling it only after 
the plane had left. When class was over, Lap would light his way home 
with his lantern, singing as loud as he could to drive away any ghosts 
that might be thinking of scaring him. At the time Lap was due to 
return, Thang would stand by the front door, anxiously peering in the 
direction in which he was coming. When she saw the tiny dot of light 
of the lantern on the riverbank, she would heave a sigh of relief. After 
he got home, she would feed him a hot drink made with a pinch of man- 
ioc flour boiled in water and sweetened with a bit of sugar, and then 
put him to bed. 

The year that Hau transferred to Thanh Hoa, aid from the Soviet 
Union and Communist China started to arrive for the Viet Minh. The 
Viet Minh’s most fragile pertod—when they were completely on their 
own, without resources, and were badly outgunned by the French— 
finally came to an end. The turn of fortune came after the Chinese 
Communists took over China in 1949. In that year in Hanoi, when he 
heard the news that Mao Tse-tung had won, my father feared that 
China would begin aiding the Viet Minh, and that the French might 
have a hard time keeping Tonkin. In January 1950, the Chinese recog- 
nized Ho Chi Minh as the rightful leader of Vietnam. The Soviets 
promptly followed suit. Soon both the Chinese and the Soviets began 
to send weapons and supplies across the border. The French tried to 
stop the flow, but were powerless to seal the long frontier. The steady 
stream of equipment disturbed the French, but they thought that it 
would take the ill-trained Viet Minh army a long time to digest all these 
new weapons. As always, the French badly underestimated their enemy. 
With Chinese help—through advisors and technicians dispatched over 
the border and through training classes held in China itself—Viet Minh 
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personnel learned quickly. The machine guns, mortars, and antiaircraft 
weapons from his allies allowed General Vo Nguyen Giap to greatly 
expand his firepower. By the summer of 1950, he would have five well- 
armed and well-trained regular divisions, of 10,000 men each, equipped 
with machine guns, antiaircraft weapons, and field radios for communi- 
cation and coordination, and supported with heavy mortars. His army 
had come a long way from the days when several men had to share a 
rifle. 

Once he felt ready, Giap launched his offensive. In October 1950, at 
the end of the monsoon season, he attacked a string of border garrisons 
in the northeast that were manned by about 10,000 men. They fell one 
by one, triggering panicky evacuations of the troops. By the time it was 
all over, the French had suffered a stunning defeat. Of the soldiers 
deployed along the frontier, over half had been lost, most of them cap- 
tured by the Viet Minh. In addition, thousands of rifles, machine guns, 
and mortars and hundreds of trucks were also lost, mostly abandoned in 
Lang Son. It was during this border campaign that my cousin Luc saw 
his first battles. After he graduated from the officer training school, Luc 
was assigned to the general command headquarters as a staff officer. 
Although his parents were working for the Viet Minh, his mandarin 
and landlord background nonetheless tainted him in the eyes of his Viet 
Minh commanders, and they did not trust someone like him to lead com- 
bat troops. Luc accepted this without complaint, confident that in time 
his worth would shine through and he would be recognized. 

Luc had essentially a desk job, helping to plan operations and going 
into actual battles to assist with the execution, observe, and report back 
on what had gone right and what had gone wrong. His first assignment 
was to serve as a field radio operator for a platoon attacking a French 
post near the border. At this time, the combat units were usually better 
equipped than the staff officers with weapons and clothes that they had 
obtained from enemy supplies. Every infantryman fantasized about cap- 
turing a Colt .45, an ammunition belt with a holster for the pistol, and 
an American jacket, out of the belief that wearing this getup would 
make him look dashing and irresistible to the girls. With the vision of 
such booty dancing in his head, Luc was thrilled to get his first combat 
mission. 

That night, before his unit went into action, Luc made an entry in his 
journal, noting the pale moonlight and recording his excitement and his 
indifference to death. He felt like the romantic lead in a war movie. But 
when it came, combat was anything but romantic. It was frightening, 
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deadly, and chaotic. At ten o'clock, shrouded by mist and guided by the 
moon, his unit began its assault. Suddenly, deafening explosions rent the 
silence and bright flashes of light sliced through the darkness. Everyone, 
on both sides, was yelling. Bullets whizzed by Luc’s head, and his dead 
or wounded comrades were collapsing next to him. He saw a close 
friend rush forward and then fall down, killed by a bullet. Luc lay flat 
on his back, scared out of his mind, trying to make himself as small a tar- 
get as possible, but holding on to his field radio. In the middle of this 
chaos, a couple of soldiers crawled over to him and yelled over the din 
of the battle, “The platoon leader’s been killed. No one’s commanding 
us, and we can’t go on.” With trembling hands, Luc radioed the battal- 
ion commander, who ordered a retreat. The rest of the unit hastily with- 
drew. It was a defeat, and for Luc a rather humiliating experience. 
Marching back, he was haunted by the death of his friend and other 
comrades. He felt guilty and ashamed of his own behavior and, although 
he was still shaken by the brush with war, resolved to be braver next 
time, even if it meant putting his own life in danger. 

Luc’s next assignment was to join the offensive against the border 
garrisons, taking part in ambushes against the retreating French column. 
Each attack ended in a rout for the French, and remnants of their units 
fled for their lives into the hills where they hid, usually without food. 
After three or four days, all Luc’s unit had to do to induce the famished 
soldiers to come out of hiding was to brandish a handful of rice. Since 
he could speak French, Luc was given the job of interrogating the 
POWs. There were so many that he had time only to ask each one for 
his name, rank, function, and serial number. The massive number of 
POWs simply overwhelmed his unit and the Viet Minh command. In 
an effort to cope, the army sent all the prisoners to Lang Son, the largest 
French logistics base in this border region, to be sorted out. So, Luc 
headed for Lang Son where he conducted the same cursory questioning. 

Hardly able to feed their own troops, the Viet Minh now had to feed 
the thousands of prisoners as well. Used to a better diet, the POWs 
could barely survive on the food ration they got, although it was better 
than what the Viet Minh officers and soldiers themselves were getting. 
The lack of medication that plagued the Viet Minh army also wreaked 
havoc among the POWs, killing many. Later on, camps were set up 
along the border to house the POWs, but conditions remained primitive 
and took a heavy toll. 

The capture of French supplies in Lang Son and elsewhere exceeded 
the wildest dreams of the Viet Minh. They now had tons of weapons to 
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add to their arsenal. Luc received a Garand rifle as a reward for his part 
in the fighting. The Viet Minh also found themselves in the possession 
of hundreds of trucks and jeeps. In fact, very few of them could drive, so 
they put POWs to work ferrying them around. Lang Son was such a 
large logistics base that it had its own shoe factory to supply the French 
soldiers manning the string of posts along the border. The factory was 
located in a cave in the beautiful Tam Thanh Mountain. Noticing that 
Luc was still wearing a flimsy pair of shoes, his battalion commander 
said, “Tl tell the Logistics Unit to give you a coupon that you can take 
down to the factory and get a pair made.” Armed with the piece of 
paper, Luc made his way to the cave, where he found four or five French 
cobblers busily cutting, sewing, and hammering as though nothing had 
changed. One of them took Luc’s coupon. Luc said, “Please make it 
quick.” The Frenchman nodded, and said amiably that the shoes would 
be ready in two days. When Luc returned, the Frenchman handed him 
a beautiful pair of leather shoes that had been buffed until they shone 
like mirrors. The military reversal had not destroyed the cobbler’s pro- 
fessional pride in turning out first-quality products. 

The French high command, however, was stunned and embarrassed 
by the defeat along the border. Until then, they had viewed the Viet 
Minh army with contempt, but with Giap’s soldiers heading for the 
Red River Delta, there was panic in Hanoi and talk of evacuating 
French women and children. Some wealthy Vietnamese families moved 
to France just to be safe. In December 1950, the two top French offi- 
cials in Vietnam, the high commissioner and the commanding general, 
were recalled and replaced by General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny, who 
now assumed both functions. General de Lattre, one of France’s greatest 
soldiers, had complete freedom to direct the war as he saw fit. He lost 
no time in restoring French confidence. He jolted the army out of its stu- 
por by ordering a shake-up of the French command, and canceled the 
evacuation of French families to stop the panic. De Lattre’s firm leader- 
ship, along with the reinforcements and supplies that began to arrive, 
did wonders for French morale. 

It was at around this time—-when the French were noisily and 
aggressively trying to regain the initiattve—that my sister Thang decid- 
ed to pay her family a visit. She had been gone for four years now, and 
her longing to see her parents and siblings had grown even stronger. 
One day, a relative happened to pass through Tan Phong and ran into 
Thang. He told her that we had survived the fighting in the delta and 


were now living in Hanoi. Thang was deliriously happy and immedi- 
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ately made plans to visit us. She obtained permission from the Viet 
Minh authorities to leave their zone and found a group of women traders 
who agreed to take her to Hanoi and back. As she started out, her 
excitement gave way to anxiety, and she felt apprehensive during the 
entire trip, afraid that once she crossed into the French zone she might 
be arrested as a Viet Minh suspect. She ran into a mortar barrage just 
before she reached a market on the other side of the invisible dividing 
line, and then after seven days’ traveling by boat and on foot, she made 
it to our house. 

When she arrived, it was pandemonium. We had not had any news 
from her, but having heard how horrible life was in the resistance zone, 
we had assumed that she had died either from disease or hunger or had 
been killed in the fighting there. All the pain and anxiety of the past 
few years welled up. We broke down, crying but also smiling with 
relief through the tears. Then Thang sat down and talked with the 
grown-ups to catch up on the family’s news. I just watched and listened 
from the edge of the circle. I had not been close to Thang. By the time I 
was three, she had gotten married, and when I was five and a half, she 
had her first baby. When she left to join the Viet Minh, I was only six, 
and my memory of her was quite dim. Now I was almost ten, and 
although I still loved her in a general way as my sister, I did not seek her 
company during her visit in Hanoi. In fact, I tried to keep out of her sight 
because I knew she would disapprove of my tomboy behavior. At this 
time, I was going through my wild phase, as though I knew that that 
was the only period in my life when I could act in this fashion. Once I 
reached puberty and became a little woman, I would have to settle 
down and learn to behave like a lady. I was cutting school regularly, run- 
ning around with my male cousins, and trying to outdo them in every- 
thing we did—climbing trees, playing marbles, shooting with sling- 
shots, wading in flooded streets after monsoon downpours, or fighting. 
My father started to call our raucous bunch “the pirates” and me “the 
pirate leader.” My behavior discouraged him, but he was too busy with 
his work and his social life to bother with me, leaving it to my mother 
to mold me, and trusting that I would absorb the family values in time 
and turn genteel. 

Thang downplayed the hardships of life in the resistance, not because 
she wanted to spare our parents the anguish, but because in her words, 
“it just wasn't a big deal.” However, even the little she told was enough 
to distress our father and mother. Thang enjoyed being back in Hanoi, 
although she was dismayed by the large presence of French troops and 
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their military equipment-—what she called “the French machinery of 
oppression and terror.” At this time, General de Lattre liked to impress 
the natives with his power and the majesty of his office. Whenever he 
moved about in the city, he would ride in a black sedan flying the 
French flag, accompanied by a motorcade and a loud siren. Still, neither 
de Lattre’s display of power nor his French soldiers and weapons 
impressed Thang or made her lose heart. Instead, she tried to win her 
family over to the cause. During her stay, she would take every oppor- 
tunity to try to talk my father into resigning from his post in the colo- 
nial government. She would tell him, “Don’t work for the French— 
don’t do anything for them. It’s not a good idea for you to keep your job 
with them.” To this, he would only say, “Look at all your young broth- 
ers and sisters. If I don’t work and earn a salary, how am I going to feed 
them?” During one of these discussions, they heard the clattering of 
French trucks and half-tracks passing by in the street. My father ges- 
tured toward the window and said, “Besides, the French are so strong. 
Just look at them. How are we going to defeat them?” The word he 
chose, minh, or “we,” is a term that denotes the ethnic and cultural bond 
Vietnamese feel with one another. By using it, he indicated that 
although he was working for the French he continued to identify with 
the Viet Minh, who were part of his own people. Thang said, “Don’t 
be fooled by the French. They can make a lot of noise with their equip- 
ment, but in reality they’re weak. They'll lose.” 

At this time, Xuong, my second oldest brother, had become an offi- 
cer in the French colonial army. Thang thought this was wrong, and 
said to him, “Why don’t you leave? Why should you fight for them? 
Youths like you should be patriotic and help their country.” 
Embarrassed, Xuong only said, “Don’t worry. I might be in their army, 
but I’m not going to do any fighting for them. Why should I die for 
them? If I get into a combat situation, I'll just turn around and run!” On 
their side, my parents did not criticize Thang about her decision to sup- 
port the Viet Minh, nor did they attempt to talk her into abandoning 
the resistance and returning home to a life of comfort. 

When the time came for Thang to leave, my parents tried to get her 
to stay longer. But when she insisted that she had to go back to her hus- 
band and son, my father accepted her decision with resignation, saying, 
“Yes, it’s your duty to be with your own family.” And then, just as sud- 
denly as she had appeared back in our lives, Thang was gone. My par- 
ents did not know it at the time, but that was the last time they would 
see her. When she arrived in Hanoi in 1954 after the Viet Minh had 
taken over the city, we had fled to Saigon. And when she got to Saigon 
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after the communist victory in 1975, my parents had fled to the United 
States and then to Paris. 

In Thanh Hoa, Hau and Lap were happy to have her back. Everyone 
at the station was glad to see her again and besieged her with questions 
about Hanoi. After the first days of excitement following her return, she 
settled back into her routine. Instead of feeling depressed about being 
back to a life of hardships, Thang actually experienced a new sense of 
enthusiasm. The trip had satisfied her need to see her parents and sib- 
lings, and she was now at peace. Her determination to stay with the 
resistance until the end grew after her visit. Her firm resolve pleased 
Hau, and also surprised him a little. She had always accepted all the sac- 
rifices the resistance imposed, not only with stoicism, but even with 
good cheer. Still, there had been times when Hau wondered how much 
longer she could put up with the hardships. When she left, the idea had 
crossed his mind that once she had a taste of life in Hanoi she might have 
second thoughts about staying the course. After all, that was the kind of 
life she had grown up in. Even for him—someone who had known 
poverty and privations most of his life—the demands of the resistance 
had at times stretched his endurance. Inwardly he was very proud of his 
wife and admired her even more than before, but he told her only, “It’s 
good that you didn’t let yourself get swayed by things in Hanoi, and 
that you're as determined as ever.” She felt pleased, understanding the 
tenderness and pride behind those words uttered by her quiet husband. 
In a culture where feelings were communicated sparingly even between 
spouses, she did not expect him to say more. 

Thang and Hau would count among the hard-core Viet Minh fol- 
lowers who refused to give up no matter how rough things got. This 
staying power was due partly to their faith in the revolution, partly to 
a yearning to see their country free again, and partly to personal pride— 
a desire to prove to themselves and others that they could put up with 
the tough challenge until the very end. Giving up in midstream would 
have brought a sense of shame and guilt that they knew they could not 
live with. Others did not have their fortitude. At about the time Thang 
returned to Thanh Hoa, an increasing number of urban middle-class peo- 
ple were beginning to abandon the resistance. Life for the Vietnamese 
in the French-controlled zones had stabilized and, with so much money 
pouring in to keep the war going, was actually getting better. 
Meantime, in the Viet Minh areas, the fighting and the hardships had 
chipped away at the determination of the people who had flocked there 
with so much enthusiasm at the beginning of the war. 

Those who lost heart, became disillusioned, or ran out of resources 
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and could not earn a living in the depressed economy of the resistance 
areas started to move back to the French zone, dodging the Viet Minh 
along the way to avoid being arrested and accused of deserting the cause. 
This reverse migration was called the dinh te movement, from the pidgin 
pronunciation of the French word rentrer, or reenter. From a trickle, it 
started to gather momentum as the war dragged on. The Viet Minh had 
abstained from making social revolution an overt goal to avoid alienating 
the middle class and intellectuals. Now as the defection grew, the Viet 
Minh concluded that unless they promised to implement a social trans- 
formation to give benefits to the workers and peasants—the core of their 
support—they would run the danger of losing these followers as well. 

The Viet Minh signaled their shift to the left by declaring their sol- 
idarity with Communist China and the Soviet Union and putting them- 
selves openly in the socialist camp. Then, at a national congress in 
February 1951, they reinstituted the Communist Party, which they had 
disbanded in 1945 to attract the middle class, and declared that a social 
revolution would be carried out as soon as independence was achieved 
to benefit the poor. Although they gave their party the new and less 
threatening name of the Workers’ Party, the communists made it clear 
that henceforth they would be in control. Middle-class people with 
mandarin ties like Hau and landlords like my uncle Trinh who remained 
in the Viet Minh were welcome to stay, but only in secondary roles. 
With the communists tightening their control, writers and artists in the 
Viet Minh began to see their creative freedom curtailed. Disillusioned, 
some abandoned the resistance. Among these was the composer Pham 
Duy, who had written some of the most memorable and popular songs 
for the Viet Minh. 

With the dinh te movement picking up pace, faces familiar to us began 
to reappear in Hanoi, relatives and friends who had followed the Viet 
Minh into their base or who had simply fled deeper into the hinterland 
to escape the French push into the delta. After years of living in the vil- 
lages or in the mountains, they were disoriented by the city at first, but 
picked up the tempo of urban life quickly, as though they had never left. 
Among those who returned were my uncle Loc and his family. With no 
savings, no means of earning a livelihood, and no government subsidies 
to help them rebuild their life, they came to stay with us for a long time. 
My father not only had to feed and house them, but also had to find a 
job for my uncle so he could get back on his feet. After my father got him 
a position equivalent to what he had held before, my uncle and his fam- 
ily moved out. 
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It was also around this time that my father sent word to my uncle 
Trinh, the brother with whom he felt the closest, to move from Bac 
Giang back to Hanoi. Trinh turned him down, because some of his chil- 
dren were in the Viet Minh and he did not want to return without 
them, and also because he did not want to leave his farm. The Viet 
Minh were not talking about land reform or about destroying the land- 
lords then, so he did not feel threatened. Besides, his family was respect- 
ed and their support for the resistance appreciated. He did not want to 
go to Hanoi and start all over again. In a couple of years, however, his 
life would change drastically, for the worse. 

The year 1950 was a turning point for us as well as for the Viet 
Minh. By the time Thang came to visit us, the arrival of the Cold War 
to Vietnam and the emergence of the Bao Dai government that was cre- 
ated in its wake had set in motion a chain of events that had dislodged 
my father from his position in Haiphong and forced us to move back to 
Hanoi, where my sister had found us. 
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Bison and Bribes 


Half asleep and half awake, I heard 
muffled voices and the faint clank- 
ing of dishes. I opened my eyes and 
looked around the strange room. 
Sunlight was streaming through 
the open windows, with their 
shutters pushed outward. It took 
me a full minute to remember that I 
was in my new home in Haiphong. 
I got out of bed and found my way 
to the dark wood staircase. The 
steps felt cool under my bare feet. 
In the small dining room, I saw my 
family already gathered around the 
table, being served breakfast by an 
old man. My mother said, “Come 
and get something to eat.” Before I 
could adjust myself to the new sur- 
roundings, the strange man put a 
chunk of French bread, crusty and 
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warm, smeared with creamy French butter, on my plate. I could not 
believe my eyes. I had been craving this food for almost a year, and now 
it was sitting right in front of me. I grabbed the bread and took a big 
bite. The taste was wonderful, like something straight from heaven— 
just as I had imagined during all those months of deprivation. 

We had arrived in Haiphong the night before, after taking a whole 
day to cover the distance of seventy-five miles by car from Hanoi. Since 
the sabotaged railway was still in shambles back then in 1947, a single 
highway served as the only link between the two cities. As we inched 
along, we felt not like we were moving to a new home but rather like 
we were taking part in a military operation. With security still a prob- 
lem, the only sure way to make it from Hanoi to Haiphong and back alive 
was to travel with a military convoy. That day, our car was sandwiched 
between French army trucks and armored personnel carriers. The line of 
about fifty vehicles moved slowly, on the alert for Viet Minh ambushes 
and snipers. We did not know whether we would make it safely to 
Haiphong until we reached the city after nightfall. (It was not until the 
middle of 1949 that daytime traffic between Hanoi and Haiphong final- 
ly became secure, and vehicles could make the trip without military 
escort.) 

My father had made the same trip on June 6, 1947, when he first 
went down to assume his new post and to find housing for us. The secu- 
rity situation was worse then, since Haiphong was just a French toehold 
in a Viet Minh sea. He did not dare bring us to join him. A few days 
after he arrived, the Hoi Dong An Dan, or Council to Calm and Resettle 
the Population, was set up to restore a semblance of government in 
Haiphong and the Maritime Zone that the French were retaking. This 
zone stretched from Haiphong through a couple of neighboring 
provinces all the way to the Hon Gai coal mine. 

The role of this council, and of another similar one that had been set 
up in Hanoi, was ceremonial and bureaucratic, while the French contin- 
ued to control the real levers of power, such as finance, military, and 
security matters. Dr. Dang Huu Chi, my father’s best friend, chaired the 
council, and my father served as his deputy. As its name implied, the 
most important task for the council was to help resettle the refugees 
who were beginning to drift back to Haiphong. Welcoming centers 
were set up to help them get back on their feet and encourage others to 
return as well. My father would visit these centers to show his support, 
arrange temporary housing for the refugees whose houses had been 
destroyed in the French reconquest, and provide them with enough rice 
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to eat until they could rebuild their homes. Other important tasks for 
the council were to maintain public health and restore administrative 
procedures such as the issuance of identity cards, commercial licenses, 
and building permits. Although the council had little authority, the 
Viet Minh viewed it as part and parcel of the French effort to re-estab- 
lish their colonial regime. In their eyes, by lending a Vietnamese front 
and a degree of legitimacy to the French, the council members were col- 
laborators of the worst kind. 

Haiphong lies twenty kilometers inland from the sea, on the right 
bank of the Cam River, a branch of the Red River. Crisscrossed by six 
rivers and canals, it was originally a large fort, which the French turned 
into a port in the nineteenth century after spending a considerable 
amount of money and effort constructing a harbor capable of handling 
seagoing vessels. Haiphong did not offer the most ideal spot for a port, 
but it was the best location the French could find in the north’s swampy 
and sandy coastline. The city quickly became the gateway into Tonkin 
and a major industrial center. Its most noticeable industry in colonial 
times was cement, produced by a subsidiary of Portland Cement. 
Through the port, the French exported rice, rubber, spices, coal, and 
minerals, and imported sugar, canned goods, wines, pharmaceuticals, 
paper, petroleum, steel, iron machinery, automobiles, and spare parts. 
Local merchants would buy the merchandise from French import firms 
and then resell it to consumers. The United States was one of the trad- 
ing partners, buying rubber, and shipping vehicles, gasoline, and metals 
from Vietnam. 

From the surrounding areas, Haiphong got a rich supply of seafood, 
but it had to import rice from the south. In normal times, rice could 
reach the city easily. But after the fighting started in 1946 this supply 
became tenuous and remained so until 1949, when the French managed 
to restore security. Even after the French left, Haiphong would remain 
the gateway to the north. During the period of American involvement, 
a significant amount of aid that the North Vietnamese received from 
their communist allies arrived through Haiphong. To choke off this 
flow, the Americans blockaded the port and mined the harbor. 

Like Hanoi, Haiphong had a European flair. The main part of town, 
located near the harbor, boasted fine colonial-era buildings, including 
the city hall, the chamber of commerce, a theater, banks, hotels, villas, 
and business offices. This was the heart of the city, where the French 
held sway over political and economic life. Poor Vietnamese did not feel 
at home here, and would rarely set foot in the French section. Haiphong 
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also has a distinctive Chinese flavor. Some twenty-five percent of its 
population was Chinese, attracted here by the city’s importance as a 
trading center. The Chinese lived in their own quarter and, as else- 
where in Vietnam, served as middlemen for French enterprises. They 
controlled the part of the city’s commerce not monopolized by the colo- 
nial settlers. 

The Viet Minh took over the city on August 2 3, 1945. A year later, 
the French wrested it back, but they could not gain total control. Only 
three months before my father arrived in Haiphong, the Viet Minh had 
conducted a daring attack on the city. A company crossed one of the 
canals that flowed through Haiphong and damaged the cement and car- 
pet factories, the customs office, the power plant, and the Cat Bi air- 
port. This was their only major operation against the city, however. 
After that, the Viet Minh could not muster the forces and resources to 
stage another attack. They could resort only to acts of sabotage, such as 
destroying the pipes carrying water into the city or damaging the rail- 
way and forcing the French to post guards to keep the line secure. Inside 
the city, all the Viet Minh could do was to remind the population of 
their presence. They would plant their flags in various parts of town, 
hang banners carrying their slogans, or spread propaganda leaflets. 
Whenever this happened the French would randomly arrest young men 
they suspected of being the culprits, throw them in jail, and beat them 
up. My father would politely but firmly tell the French, “You can’t 
arrest people like that without proof. For all we know, they're inno- 
cent.” He would keep up this quiet protest until the arrests stopped. In 
remonstrating the French, my father was observing the mandarin code of 
conduct, which asked that officials be loyal and yet unafraid to point out 
government crimes to their superiors, and try to stop them to protect the 
people. 

The French expeditionary forces were used as a police force to ferret 
out criminals or Viet Minh still holed up in the city. In this twilight 
zone, with law and order not yet fully restored, the French troops were 
as much a danger to the residents as the criminals who took advantage 
of the insecure conditions to rob. While going through houses to look 
for the Viet Minh, the soldiers would rape the women and young girls 
they found or take valuables. When my father heard of these abuses, he 
immediately went to see the French commander and said, “You must for- 
bid your people to commit these criminal acts. You want to calm the 
people’ s fear and restore law and order in the city. But your soldiers are 
scaring the population and undermining their faith in our ability to get 
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things back to normal.” The commander began cracking down and pun- 
ishing the guilty soldiers. Soon after that, the crimes stopped. My father 
was convinced that his pragmatic reasoning had persuaded the comman- 
der to act, and would count this among his accomplishments in 
Haiphong. However, even after the incidents halted, residents remained 
leery of soldiers in general, especially at night when many of them 
would get drunk and stagger around in the street, ready to get into a 
brawl or to chase any woman they came across. To be safe, people 
would not venture outside their homes after nightfall. 

The eerie emptiness of Haiphong added to the sense of insecurity. 
With the streets deserted and most of the houses left vacant or in ruins, 
those who lived there felt very exposed. When my father arrived in 
Haiphong, there were less than 3000 people in the city, or only about 
five percent of the original population. Over a thousand had been killed 
in the fighting in 1946 when the French retook the city, and most of the 
rest had fled. Much of the housing had been destroyed. At first, my 
father stayed with Dr. Chi, but then he got his own living quarters in 
a somber, small villa on Ngo Nghe street. After we moved in with him, 
my siblings and I got such bad vibes from the place that we were con- 
vinced it was haunted. The stories we heard from neighbors confirmed 
our worst suspicions. The villa had been used by the French secret 
police at one point as a jail and interrogation center. Many people had 
been tortured and killed there. We always sensed a malevolent pres- 
ence, as though the horrors that had happened here could not dissipate 
and continued to linger. The compartments in the back of the villa had 
been used as the torture chambers. We could feel the evil there, and I 
would set foot in that part of the house only if someone was with me. 
We scared ourselves so much that one night when my mother tapped my 
sister Yen’s shoulder from behind, Yen—thinking that a ghost had 
touched her—fainted and began foaming at the mouth. One day a secret 
cache of weapons was discovered in an underground bunker, adding to 
the sinister mystery of the place. 

It was in this villa that I thought I saw a ghost for the first time. It 
was the Vietnamese All Souls’ Day, the time of year when the gates to 
the underworld open and souls can wander back to the realm of the liv- 
ing. Every family has to worship the dead and prepare meals for them, 
especially to placate the hungry ghosts who do not have any relatives to 
feed them. On that day, worshipers packed the temple next door. From 
our yard, we could hear the gongs and bells, and we could smell the 
incense drifting over our wall. My sisters Binh and Yen and I decided to 
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have a cookout, not to eat but just for fun. We built a fire near the wall 
and were absorbed in keeping the fire going and watching some beans 
boiling in an old can. Suddenly, without speaking to one another, all 
three of us felt something horrible behind our backs. Our hair stood on 
end. In unison, we turned around and looked. In the darkened doorway 
leading into our house, we saw the figure of a man dressed in 
Vietnamese clothes—loose pants and loose shirt—that looked like 
prison garb. But his face was featureless, and his head looked like a giant 
egg perched on his neck. Our screams stuck in our throats. Together, we 
ran toward the back of the house to the kitchen where we found a maid. 
Our hearts were pounding and our eyes were wild with terror. Binh 
was the first one to recover her voice. She stammered out to the maid 
what we had seen. The maid was a Catholic and ghosts did not fright- 
en her, especially when she had a crucifix around her neck and felt well 
protected. Just to be on the safe side, she grabbed an iron cleaver because 
this metal would frighten off the ghost, and set off. We followed her, 
still shaken from what we had seen. She cautiously searched the house, 
but found nothing. 

Besides this maid, we had a couple of unusual characters as servants. 
With most of the city’s population gone, it was difficult for my father 
to find domestics to help him with cooking and cleaning when he first 
arrived. So he hired whomever he could. He found three ex-convicts 
who had served twenty years or longer on the penal island of Poulo 
Condore, and took them in as servants. He was confident in his judg- 
ment of people and felt that he could trust these men who had paid for 
their crimes and had reformed. Besides, as he tended to do at times, my 
father decided to leave whatever happened next to fate. In spite of their 
past, they turned out to be more loyal than many servants we had had 
before. We never felt threatened, although they did look fierce. One 
had hollow cheeks, a jutting jaw, piercing eyes, stiff black hair, and tat- 
toos on his sinewy arms. 

The old man who worked as our cook was the most devoted. We 
heard stories that he had killed someone in revenge but we did not ask 
him questions about his past. He prepared sumptuous meals. My moth- 
er was puzzled by the amount of food he served each day, which far 
exceeded what he could have bought at the market with the budget she 
gave him. She thought he was using his own pay to feed us extra, so she 
told him, “There’s no way you can feed us the way you do with the 
money I give you for the market, so you must be spending your own 
money. Please stop.” The old man only said, “Please don’t worry. That’s 


just me. I can’t bear to cook skimpy meals.” It was only after he died that 
we learned that instead of shopping for expensive items like meat and 
seafood at the market, the cook would look for vendors selling illegally 
in the streets outside. He would take his time, taking the food in his 
hands, examining it carefully, and haggling over the price. When police- 
men arrived on their roaring motorcycles, and the vendors bolted to 
avoid getting arrested and fined—and their merchandise crushed by the 
vehicles—our cook calmly put the food in his basket and walked away 
without paying. Not long after he came to work for us, the old man came 
down with lung cancer. My parents put him in the hospital, and my 
father personally asked the doctors there to take special care of him. 
When he died, my parents gave him a decent burial. No relatives 
showed up for the funeral. As more refugees began to return, my parents 
found more conventional domestics, and let the remaining two ex-con- 
victs go. 

Outside Haiphong, fighting continued as the French pushed out of 
the city to enlarge their zone. At first, they took back the main roads, 
but the Viet Minh continued to control the villages strung along these 
communication arteries. In the next phase, the French launched opera- 
tions into these villages to dislodge the Viet Minh. Back then, before 
Soviet and Communist Chinese aid arrived, the Viet Minh were still 
weak, giving the French the decisive military edge. To pacify a village, 
all the French had to do was to lob artillery shells and dispatch planes 
to drop a few bombs, and then send in their troops to follow up with a 
ground sweep. The Viet Minh would melt away without firing a single 
shot. At night, we could hear the boom of French artillery firing into 
the areas under “pacification.” When they swept through the villages, 
soldiers from the French expeditionary forces would steal water buf- 
faloes, which they would then resell. For the peasants, losing these 
draft animals was like losing their livelihood. It was difficult, if not 
impossible, for them to come up with enough money to replace the buf- 
faloes, without which they could not plough their fields. Some local 
officials colluded with the troops. Although they knew the cattle had 
been stolen, they would let the soldiers resell it and split the proceeds 
with them. A buffalo could fetch thousands of piasters, so each opera- 
tion could net those accomplices quite a bit of money. 

When he got wind of all this, my father again went to see the French 
commanding general and said, “The peasants are suffering enough from 
this fighting. You can’t allow your soldiers to make things worse for 
them. All this must stop.” He also asked the commander to round up the 
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stolen cattle, identify the rightful owners, and return the animals to 
them. In their operations, expeditionary troops also committed. rapes 
and robberies as they had in Haiphong. When my father heard of these 
acts of depredation, he again protested to the French. As usual, he did 
not try to appeal to their moral values, but to their desire to defeat the 
Viet Minh. He reasoned simply that these crimes would alienate the 
people and push them into the arms of the Viet Minh. My parents 
believed that his argument persuaded the French to put an end to these 
abuses. 

Without real authority, quietly protesting, trying to influence the 
French and mitigate against their army’s excesses, and protecting the 
innocent people as best he could was all my father could do at this point. 
And yet, to the Viet Minh, he and other members of the council were 
marked men, enemies to be eliminated. Three months after my father 
assumed his post in Haiphong, the chairman of the Hanoi council was 
assassinated. He had a bodyguard, but a Viet Minh agent managed to 
shoot him while he was leaving his house for his office one morning. To 
replace him, the French appointed Dr. Chi. That left the chairmanship 
of the Haiphong council vacant, so they asked my father to take over. He 
accepted, becoming in effect mayor of Haiphong and governor of the 
Maritime Zone. He was willing to cooperate with the French, because 
to him they were the lesser of two evils. The communists, in his view, 
posed a bigger threat to the country in the long run. In the short term, 
he wanted to defeat the Viet Minh first. Then, with that menace out of 
the way, he would work for a peaceful transition to independence from 
France. 

At least he committed himself to a course of action. He knew this was 
a path full of dangers, but he was willing to face whatever came. 
Around him, many people who would have been willing to collaborate 
with the French were afraid to make such a commitment. Frightened by 
the Hanoi chairman’s assassination, they stood on the sidelines and wait- 
ed for conditions to become more favorable. Along with other fence-sit- 
ters who were reluctant to commit themselves to either the Viet Minh 
or the French, they would form what the French called the attentistes, or 
those who wait. Vietnamese would describe them as trum chan, meaning 
people who lie in bed hidden under a blanket, unwilling to get up and 
take some action. 

With Dr. Chi gone, we moved into the villa that he used to occupy, 
just around the corner from our old house. I was relieved. Although the 
house we had been living in was better than the one we had borrowed 
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in Hanoi, I hated every moment I spent there. In my mind, I could see the 
scenes of torture that the neighbors said used to take place there and 
hear the screams of the victims. It was also in this house that my sister 
Mao suddenly turned against me. I had never been afraid of her; I always 
found her harmless and even amusing. She had little rhymes that she 
liked to recite; when I ran into her I would ask her to say one for me. 
After she finished, we would laugh loudly together. But our benign rela- 
tionship changed suddenly. Mao used to try to run away from home at 
every opportunity; it was as if she thought that by escaping she could 
leave her affliction behind. Whenever this happened, someone would 
have to go look for her. When she was led back, she would laugh, 
pleased that she had eluded everyone in the house and gotten away. One 
day, as my mother was leaving to visit a friend, Mao quietly followed 
behind, planning to sneak out the gate after her. By chance, I happened 
to notice what she was up to, and yelled a warning to my mother. She 
turned around, scolded Mao, and led her back inside the house. Mao 
turned to me, her eyes wide with anger and madness. Suddenly, she fell 
on her knees and started to kowtow to me, saying over and over, “I beg 
you, don’t do this to me again!” But her look remained wild. She scared 
me and I started to cry. 

From then on, whenever Mao got into her periodic rages, she would 
go looking for me to beat up. In her mind, I had become her enemy. In 
her outbursts, she would chase me around the villa with superhuman 
energy until I cried out in terror and someone grabbed her. I was only 
six at the time, and did not understand why she was singling me out for 
persecution. Instead of seeking her out when I got bored with my other 
sisters to ask her questions and see what unusual answers she would 
come up with, or talk her into reciting her favorite funny rhymes, | 
learned to keep my distance from her. 

So, it was with great relief, then, that I moved from the house that I 
associated with so many sinister things. The new villa was a two-story 
building, with a porch and a balcony. It was light and airy, unlike the 
old one. Shrubs and trees were everywhere, and flowers brightened the 
yard for many months during the year. I loved the large bushes of hai 
duong with their orange-red blossoms full of sweet nectar, and the khe 
trees with their arching branches and sour ridged fruit. There was also 
a little shrine in the yard that kept evil spirits away and made me feel 
safe. The air here always seemed serene and fragrant to me, and I felt 1 
had left the world of darkness and emerged into a world of light. While 


we were living in this house, my sister Tuyet was born. She immediately 
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became my parents’ favorite and began to occupy a special space in their 
hearts that I could not. With her arrival, I got even less attention than 
before and felt more lost in the swarm of sons and daughters. 

My parents had a hierarchy of affection. Of their children still at 
home, they lavished the most attention and love on Giu and Tuan, their 
first and youngest sons, and on Tuyet, the last born. Not counting Mao, 
among the seven middle children, they were partial to those they were 
proud of, like my older sisters Phu and Binh because they were beauti- 
ful, especially Binh, who had light-brown hair, hazel eyes, dimples, and 
a complexion as white as that of a European. My brothers Xuong and 
Luong, my sisters Yen and Loan, and I had neither looks nor brains, nor 
any accomplishment that could make my parents proud, and so they paid 
hardly any attention to us. Indeed, more often than not, the five of us felt 
we were merely tolerated. The fact that we could not make them love 
us as much as our other siblings made us feel inadequate. This shared 
bond drew Yen, Loan, and I together. They became my constant com- 
panions and confidants. Luong and Xuong spent most of their time at 
school in Hanoi, so I did not grow close to them. At least my mother 
paid some attention to me: She taught me how to read and write 
Vietnamese, she took me out with her on occasions, and she saw to it 
that I was clothed, fed, and educated adequately. My father, on the 
other hand, was so busy he rarely exchanged a few words with me. He 
would remain a distant figure until my late teens. I felt affectionate 
toward my mother, but toward my father, I felt filial respect and grati- 
tude rather than love. 

One day, my mother told my older sisters and me that a new school 
year was about to begin and that we would have to attend classes. 
Formal education had stopped for the children in my family for years 
now because of the war, so I never thought I would have to go to school. 
The news came as a shock. The French had not yet reopened the Henri 
Riviére school—the most elite in Haiphong—so my parents sent me and 
my sisters to another one not far from our house. My brothers, as befit 
their status as sons, were dispatched to the Lycée Albert Sarraut in 
Hanoi at considerable expense. Our school gave me a glimpse of what 
non-elite Vietnamese had to put up with. It had just been reopened and 
was barely functioning. The classrooms were bleak, textbooks were 
nonexistent, and the teachers looked malnourished and wore shabby 
clothes. The toilets were filthy, and I always got sick to my stomach 
when I had to use them. The school officials and teachers did not try to 
teach me and my sisters, and let us do whatever we wanted, out of fear 


that my father would be angry if we did not get our way. The first day, 
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I did not want to sit in my own classroom, among strangers, and asked 
to be allowed to attend the same class as my sister Yen. I was more inno- 
cent than arrogant; I simply missed my sister. After a quick consultation 
with school officials, the teachers let me make the switch. The grade 
was too advanced for me, so during the class I doodled, tried to talk to 
my sister, or wandered outside. 

The students at my new school came from all sorts of backgrounds. 
Some were quite poor. My best friend Phuong was a year or two older. 
Unlike the other pupils, who were intimidated by my father’s position 
and kept their distance, she sought me out. She treated me like an ordi- 
nary kid. She accepted me for what I was—a shy but curious seven-year- 
old—and not as the daughter of the most powerful Vietnamese in 
Haiphong. In our childish, unself-conscious way, we did not see the 
social gulf that separated us, and developed a warm friendship. She 
would never come to my house to visit—her parents would not let 
her—but she would take me to her modest home. It was located in one 
of the many alleys radiating from our street, where the manual workers 
who kept Haiphong’s port and factories running huddled in their ram- 
shackle homes. Her house was tiny and dark and furnished very simply. 
A tap that jutted out over a concrete tank in the small courtyard pro- 
vided running water. In this courtyard the family would do all its wash- 
ing, scooping out water with a dipper and pouring it into basins—dif- 
ferent ones for food, clothes, hands, and faces. Sometimes, Phuong 
would ask me to share a meal. She was not self-conscious about her 
poverty, but her parents would apologize for the poor fare, usually rice 
with fried bean curd and boiled vegetables. Like Phuong, I did not pay 
attention to social trappings, and loved to visit her and eat with her 
family. I have never tasted fried bean curd that can match what they 
gave me on those occasions. 

In the meantime, pacification was proceeding apace. One village 
would become secure, and then another. My father’s power, in his 
capacity as the Maritime Zone governor, expanded as the French took 
over more territory. After they gained a toehold in the hostile country- 
side, the French would supply weapons to my father. He would set up 
a military outpost, recruit self-defense militia, and arm them to hang on 
to that small island of control. In the case of Catholic villages, he would 
give the weapons to the people themselves to keep the Viet Minh out. 
The Catholics were fanatic anticommunists, so my father knew that he 
could trust the villagers to use the weapons only against the Viet 
Minh—and not turn around and use them against the French and their 
allies. 
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At first, no province was completely secure. On average, each dis- 
trict would control ten to fifteen villages surrounding the main town. 
Beyond that belt, the land remained in Viet Minh hands. Gradually, the 
French would drive the Viet Minh further and further away to control 
whole provinces. As the Viet Minh became stronger, however, they 
began to push back. In outlying areas the pourriture, or rotting from with- 
in, would begin. Viet Minh cadres and guerrillas would filter back. 
Military posts in these areas would become isolated. At night, the self- 
defense militiamen would become prisoners in their own reinforced 
posts, afraid to go out on patrol. Outside, the Viet Minh—amasters of 
the night—would come and go as they pleased. 

Besides self-defense, the French also handed over the administrative 
reins to my father as soon as they took over a district or a province. He 
had complete authority to select the new leaders to run these pacified 
areas. The French did not interfere. Since he had won their trust, they 
felt they could afford to give him some leeway. With the freedom to 
appoint the heads of these pacified districts and provinces, my father 
had a golden opportunity to enrich himself—if he had wanted to. 
Corrupt officials could make a fortune by selling such positions to the 
highest bidders, and did so throughout French territory. Once in place, 
the province and district chiefs would earn back their bribes several 
times over by selling favors or extorting money. Rich men began to 
approach my father, offering tens of thousands of piasters—the equiva- 
lent to millions in later times—for each position of province chief, and 
slightly less for each position of district chief. But he turned them down. 
Instead, he went to Hanoi and invited men he knew to serve in his 
administration. To him, doing the moral thing was not only right, it was 
also good protection against heaven's wrath. Vietnamese folklore is full 
of stories of cruel or greedy people whose families are punished by vio- 
lent or untimely deaths. 

My father did not limit his appointments to his circle of former man- 
darins. He also sought out capable local leaders who had influence 
among the people. One of the issues my father faced was what titles to 
give these province and district officials. To call them by the old man- 
darin titles of province, county, and district magistrates would send the 
signal that the government was reverting back to an old and archaic sys- 
tem that had been thoroughly discredited in everyone’s eyes during the 
1945 famine and the August Revolution. So, together with the members 
of the council, he came up with the new titles of tinh truong and quan 
truong, or province and district chiefs. The new names conveyed the sense 
of change that he wanted to get across to the people. 
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In his appointments, my father had three basic considerations. First, 
he wanted. loyal men he could trust. Second, he wanted courageous men 
who were not afraid of the Viet Minh and who he knew would not hes- 
itate to plunge in and get things done. Third, he wanted capable men 
who could run their provinces or districts well. It was not easy to find 
people fitting the criteria, and it was even more difficult to persuade 
those who were qualified to serve. Some did not want to be tainted b 
an association with the French, and others were afraid of Viet Minh 
retaliation. 

As pacification got into full gear, important officials began trooping 
through Haiphong to get a reading on the French military drive in the 
important Maritime Zone and to visit Tonkin’s second largest city. 
Every week, my parents would hold receptions or dinners for the dig- 
nitaries and their entourage. Guests would drive up to our house in their 
shiny cars, and the VIP would more likely than not arrive in an official 
automobile with a fluttering flag and sometimes even an escort on motor- 
cycles. During one reception, we heard a loud explosion down the street 
and then a single shot, causing a great commotion. Then we got the 
news that a Viet Minh agent had thrown a grenade at the neighborhood 
police station and had been shot dead. With that, the reception contin- 
ued and the guests resumed their interrupted conversation. 

For these official occasions, my siblings and I were herded upstairs, 
and told to stay away and keep out of sight. When my teachers asked 
me about what had been said and done at the reception or dinner, I did 
not know what to tell them. Like them, I felt like I was an outsider look- 
ing in. I had practically no interaction with my father—I rarely saw 
him, in fact—so I had nothing to tell my teachers or anyone else who 
wanted to know about him and what he was doing. To me, as to the rest 
of the people in Haiphong, he was just a figure of authority. At least 
they read about him in the papers or listened to his speeches. I was too 
young to even get a glimpse of him that way. 

The year my family moved to Haiphong marked a turning point in 
French policy. Paris by this time had come to realize that it did not have 
the resources to defeat the Viet Minh. Other corners of its empire were 
in danger: Unrest was brewing in North Africa, and a revolt had erupt- 
ed in Madagascar. Troops had to be dispatched to these places to main- 
tain control. With her army spread so thin, France simply could not 
afford to deploy half a million or more soldiers in Vietnam to defeat the 
resistance. Furthermore, the increasing casualties and the prospect of an 
endless war with no victory in sight were demoralizing the army. 
Added to this, the cost of the war was growing, to the tune of $34 mil- 
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lion a month. A military solution, then, would be out of the question. 
Negotiation looked like the only possible answer to a war that had 
already reached a stalemate just months after it had begun. 

But negotiation was also problematic. The Viet Minh refused to 
change their basic demands: genuine independence and the return of 
Cochinchina as an integral part of Vietnam. To the French, these terms 
remained as unacceptable now as they had been at the start of the fight- 
ing. They began searching for someone to set up a government that 
would be an alternative to the Viet Minh, a government that could win 
the allegiance of the Vietnamese and, at the same time, one that France 
could manipulate into accepting terms that the Viet Minh would not. 
This was a policy built on the quicksand of illusion, since independence 
and territorial integrity were the aspirations of the majority of the pop- 
ulation, and a government that was willing to live with anything less 
would find it impossible to win the broad support needed to defeat the 
Viet Minh. But to the French, who continued to think of independence 
as a dirty word, this seemed like their best course. From the beginning, 
former Emperor Bao Dai—who had abdicated after the August 
Revolution in 1945—looked like the most viable candidate for this 
thankless task. In early 1947, French emissaries began contacting the 
emperor living in exile in Hong Kong. 

Many people in Vietnam supported Bao Dai. The emperor had 
shown that he was a nationalist. When he abdicated the throne in 
1945, after the Viet Minh had seized power, he had proclaimed that he 
would rather be an ordinary citizen of a free country than the emperor 
of an enslaved nation. These words had won the sympathy of many peo- 
ple, including my father. He, too, was in favor of this “Bao Dai solu- 
tion.” He felt guilty siding with the French, and longed for the emper- 
or’s return as an answer to his prayers. In his fantasy, the emperor would 
gain independence from the French, and win so much popular support in 
the process that the Viet Minh would be reduced to a mere shell, no 
longer a threat to the normal order of things. My father could work for 
his government with a clear conscience. He would no longer appear to 
be a collaborator, but a nationalist on the same level with the Viet 
Minh. 

It took the French until June 1948 to give Bao Dai the terms he 
deemed acceptable. Although he signed an initial agreement, the emper- 
or became so disillusioned with its stipulations—its vague promise of 
independence and stubborn refusal to restore Cochinchina as a part of 
Vietnam—that he refused to return to the country. He thought he could 
not go back and face the people under the circumstances. In March 
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1949, the United States finally pressured France to give him a treaty he 
could go home with. Washington was casting a worried eye at the sit- 
uation in Vietnam. The Cold War had begun, and the communists were 
gaining grounds in Europe and China. To the United States, the Viet 
Minh were part of this communist expansion and had to be checked. 
Like Paris, Washington thought Bao Dai was a good alternative to the 
Viet Minh and urged the French to be more accommodating to the 
emperor. In the 1949 treaty, Paris recognized Vietnam as an indepen- 
dent and unified state with Cochinchina as an integral part of its terri- 
tory. There were many strings attached, however. Vietnam would have 
to remain within the French Union and France would continue to con- 
trol Vietnam’s foreign and military affairs. Powerless to wrest more from 
France, Bao Dai finally swallowed the bittersweet pill and flew home. 
The treaty failed to trigger the “psychological shock” that the French 
hoped for. It did not give the country enough independence to weaken 
popular support for the Viet Minh and rally the people behind the 
emperor, as the French soon discovered. 

A new government with Bao Dai as Chief of State was created. This 
brought only cosmetic changes, however. The French remained firmly in 
charge. They still made all the major decisions, manipulating things 
from behind Vietnamese figureheads—-from the emperor and his cabinet 
ministers on down. In Haiphong, the Council to Calm and Resettle the 
Population, which sounded provisional, was disbanded. My father for- 
mally assumed the titles of mayor and governor of the Maritime Zone, 
which gave the impression that he was now fully in charge, free of 
French fetters, as befit an official of an independent country. This was 
far from the truth, however, as his power did not get enlarged. The 
French retained control of political, financial, and military affairs. They 
gave him his budget and they directed him through two French advi- 
sors. Frustrated, my father would sometimes complain to my mother, 

“The French pretend to be my advisors, but they’re really my inquisi- 
tors. When they come into my office, they don’t give me advice. They 
interrogate me and tell me what to do.” A typical article in a Haiphong 
newspaper at the time satirized the local government's lack of power, 
mocking that it was allowed to control only petty matters like regulat- 
ing vendors who sold goods from “bamboo trays and bamboo baskets.” 

Three months after the treaty went into effect, the emperor made a 
triumphant visit to Haiphong toward the end of September 1949 to cel- 
ebrate “independence. ” There was excitement among many noncommu- 
nists, who thought that Vietnam had reached a true milestone. Soon, 
however, they would become disillusioned. For this occasion, Bao Dai 
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flew to Cat Bi airport where my father met him at the head of a wel- 
coming delegation of local notables and foreign dignitaries. Schools and 
government offices were closed, and students and government workers 
were sent into the street to swell the crowd and give the emperor a rous- 
ing welcome. Thousands lined the route from the airport into the city to 
cheer him. My father, proud that the country had become independent, 
banned the French tricolor and ordered that the crowd carry only the 
yellow Vietnamese flag. The French were upset with him, and lodged 
this slight in their minds. 

My father led the emperor and the delegation to the official mayor's 
residence for the raising of the flag ceremony. The French had just, 
reluctantly, turned over this building—until now occupied by the top 
colonial official in Haiphong—to my father. It was an emotional and 
proud moment for my father when the Vietnamese flag unfurled as it 
caught the breeze and fluttered in the wind. A snag marred the occasion, 
however. Since there was no local band that he could use for the cere- 
mony, my father had drafted a French military band to play the new 
national anthem. Unfamiliar with the tune, the band ended it in mid- 
song. My father and the delegation waited in vain for the musical cli- 
max. The unfinished anthem was like an echo of the incomplete inde- 
pendence that France finally condescended to give to Vietnam. 

From our residence, the emperor and his motorcade proceeded to the 
big main square, dominated by the large theater, to appear before the 
people. My classmates and I were among the thousands that thronged 
the Place du Théâtre Municipal to cheer the emperor and listen to his 
speech. A sea of flags and banners filled the square. Expectations ran 
high. People had a naive faith that independence would somehow work 
miracles, and that security, employment, prosperity, and happiness 
would descend like manna from heaven. Sprinkled among the banners 
welcoming independence and expressing gratitude to the emperor were 
a few urging Bao Dai to “come to the aid of local refugees,” “release pris- 
oners of war,” and bring “warm clothes” and “plenty of food’ —that is 
to say, a decent standard of living—to Haiphong residents. When Bao 
Dai appeared on the balcony to address the crowd, I shouted lustily 
with everyone around me, “Long live the Emperor! Long live 
Vietnamese independence!” When a teacher pointed out the figure of 
my father on the balcony next to the emperor, I felt very proud, although 
I knew he was not even aware that I was down in the square. 

Unlike my father, I did not understand the political significance of 
our move into the mayor's residence. I was simply impressed by the 
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grand quarters that suddenly became our home. The mansion, a colonial- 
style building, sat behind a wrought-iron fence on several acres of land. 
It occupied the grounds of an old temple that the French, in their insen- 
sitivity to Vietnamese culture, had razed. Two sentry boxes guarded the 
main and side gates. The yard, complete with a tennis court, was so 
large that my two inseparable sisters—Yen and Loan—and I felt like we 
were living in a park. No matter how much time we spent exploring it, 
we always felt we could never check out all its nooks and crannies. I 
remember most vividly the huge banyan trees with their creepers from 
which we loved to swing. 

I remember also the balcony in the back of the residence, which led 
from the dining room. Once in a while, my father would have a French 
military band provide entertainment for a reception or dinner, and the 
guests would stand here and listen to the music. The front rooms looked 
out onto the large square that spread before the residence. From one of 
the windows, I used to watch elegant guests get out of their cars, or 
dragon dancers writhing their way to the front steps where my father 
waited to stuff a wad of money down the throat of the dragon as a gift 
for the new year. The only building next to the residence was the 
mayor's office building. Across from it stood the city hall, and on the 
other side of the street was the Henri Rivière, the elite school where my 
sisters and I were now enrolled. Curving around the square and across 
from it were beautiful colonial buildings and villas. Behind our house 
were the river and the port. Looking out from our windows, we felt as 
though we were in France and not in our own country. The only thing 
in our neighborhood that reminded me that I was still in Vietnam was 
a temple where I used to go and watch a shaman conduct her colorful 
worship. 

Our household staff now included a chef who could cook 
Vietnamese, French, and Chinese dishes, several servants, and a chauf- 
feur to drive the Citroén, my father’s official car. My father also had 
two bodyguards who went everywhere with him, like shadows. And of 
course, there was the platoon of guards. They quickly identified me as 
someone still young enough for them to influence and yet old enough to 
act on their requests. They would talk me into taking prized cigarettes 
like Craven-A and 555 from the house for them to smoke, or treats from 
the pantry—things that they could never buy with their small salaries. 
With so many guests to entertain and so many official functions to hold, 
the house was always well stocked with cigarettes, liquor, wine, and 
other delectable things. I was unpredictable, however. I could be a foe 
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as well as an accomplice for the guards, whom I liked to distract by 
throwing pebbles at their sentry boxes. One afternoon, I stole the rifle 
of a guard who had fallen asleep in the hot and steamy summer weath- 
er, and then ran to report him to the platoon commander. My mischief 
landed the poor guard in jail for three days. 

In October 1949, Emperor Bao Dai returned to Haiphong for anoth- 
er visit. This time, he arrived on his motor yacht, named Huong Giang 
after the Perfume River in Hue. The ship created a sensation. There was 
a lot of rhetoric about how the yacht would be turned into a merchant 
vessel, the first in a fleet for an independent Vietnam. My family was 
invited on board for a private tour. Photographers were present for the 
occasion. I was allowed to come along, and marveled at the spit and pol- 
ish of the ship and gawked at the Vietnamese sailors—a novelty. Of 
course, like all the early promises of this embryonic independence, the 
merchant navy never materialized. While the Huong Giang was in town, 
Bao Dai stayed at our residence. To make room for the august visitor, we 
moved from the main villa into the house toward the back. My siblings 
and I were so obedient that we stayed well out of sight, and never once 
had a glimpse of the emperor. After this visit, the city never saw Bao 
Dai again. Disillusioned and resentful of being used as a pawn and a 
puppet by the French, he would retreat to the central highlands to hunt 
and sulk. 

With our move into the mayor's residence, I began the happiest and 
most carefree period of my life in north Vietnam. Except for trips to the 
beaches in the summer and an occasional outing, my world was confined 
to the house, its large yard, and school. Yet I did not yearn for a wider 
horizon, because to me the mayor's residence was a such special place 
that I never tired of being there. I did not make any close friends at 
school and did not feel I needed to; I had the company of Yen and Loan 
and that was enough. We did everything together: played games, 
explored the yard, invented an imaginary universe, and shared the same 
room. School was a lark. I never did any work, but each year would be 
deluged with honor prizes—armloads of books that I could not read or 
understand. All the students went out of their way to be nice to us 
because of who we were. 

Life at our house was exciting. My father had to entertain lavishly 
and frequently. He had a chief of protocol to help plan each social func- 
tion: receptions, small and large dinners, and soirées dansantes to mark the 
holidays and to entertain local or visiting dignitaries. Catering trucks 
would arrive bearing an array of dishes and pastries. The house would 
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become festive with flowers and the large dining table would twinkle 
with silverware and crystal goblets. Elegant guests would throng the 
living and dining rooms, and the yard on summer evenings. 

I thought my life would go on like that forever. But one day a terri- 
ble disease almost ended it. One morning, my sister Yen became sick. She 
complained about a headache and fatigue, ran a high fever, and could not 
eat. Two days later, I came down with the same symptoms. We thought 
we just had a common cold, but when our fever would not go down and 
Yen started to bleed, our doctor became alarmed. He took a closer look 
and diagnosed typhoid fever. A dose of penicillin would have cured us 
right away, but this antibiotic was not available in a Haiphong that was 
just beginning to recover from the fighting. We were rushed to the hos- 
pital. My mother wanted to stay and take care of us, but because of the 
danger of contagion, my father would not let her. He scolded her, “Look 
at all the children. If something happens to you, what would become of 
them?” A maid took her place and kept vigil over us. 

Yen and I had a room to ourselves, a relative luxury. Other patients 
shared a long room with beds arranged in two rows. Most of them 
would die from lack of medication. At night, I could hear the groans and 
moans of these patients echoing into our room. Yen and I were very stoic. 
We just accepted our condition, and rarely complained. Gradually, we 
got worse. We took only liquids and had to be fed intravenously. We 
became so weak, we could not get out of bed. Our limbs atrophied. We 
began losing our hair. Yen was in worse shape than I, and started to 
become delirious. Her eyes became unfocused. When my mother came to 
visit us, she could not recognize her. I knew she was dying, and thought 
I would be next. 

I had nothing to take my mind off my illness—no books, no radio, 
and of course no television. Fortunately, I was so drained that I would 
drift in and out of sleep. During the daytime when sunlight shone into 
our room, things did not look so bleak. Nurses would come and go, giv- 
ing us so many injections that they ran out of fresh spots into which 
they could insert their syringes. We dreaded the huge needle for intra- 
venous feeding, and Yen would cry at the sight of it whenever the nurse 
came in to change it. Whenever my mother or sister Phu came to visit, 
they appeared like a breath of life in death’s chamber, and I would 
brighten up. I would feel invaded by an irrational and childish hope 
that somehow I would recover and go home and be with my family 
again. But at night, I was left alone with my own fears, and the hospi- 
tal would turn more sinister. Whenever I awoke, I could hear more 
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clearly in the quiet of the night the moans and groans coming from my 
sister's bed and from the room down the corridor. Once in a while, I 
could hear a sudden commotion and the wailing of a relative keeping 
vigil if a patient had died. 

A British businessman who was acting as England’s consul in 
Haiphong saved our lives. My father knew him, and he was a frequent 
visitor to our house. When he heard that Yen and I were dying from 
typhoid fever, he cabled Hong Kong for penicillin. When the drugs 
arrived by special courier one evening, he rushed to our house to deliv- 
er the precious medication. The drug snatched us back from the brink of 
death so quickly it seemed miraculous. We stayed in the hospital for a 
while longer and then were allowed to go home for a long convales- 
cence. At the beginning, I could move about only by holding on to things 
and could eat only clear liquids. Although the disease had made my 
bowels paper-thin, I became obsessed with solid food and found even a 
banana tempting. At times, the urge to steal and eat something solid was 
almost too strong for me to resist. Fortunately, I managed not to give in. 

At the time I recovered from my illness, Haiphong also started to 
prosper. With security restored, people from Hanoi and other provinces 
began to flock there to work. Most ended up in factories, at the docks, 
in the warehouses, and in the construction industry rebuilding houses 
and making improvements to the port’s facilities. With the interior 
slowly returning to normal, the port once again became the trade hub of 
Tonkin. 

Haiphong was a beehive of activity. The French had imposed a cer- 
few from 11 p.m. to 7 a.m., but even before the curfew ended in the 
morning, people began moving about in the streets. Workers streamed 
from their hovels in alleys on foot or on bicycles. The sound of voices, 
laughter, and the noise of wooden clogs on the pavement echoed in the 
early morning. Soon they were drowned out by the noise of traffic— 
engines and horns honking in the crowded streets. Shops opened their 
doors, smoke belched from the big factories, and dockworkers loaded 
and unloaded ships at the wharves. The city kept going at night. While 
Hanoi was ready to retire for bed by eight o'clock, Haiphong’s nightlife 
began at that hour. The brightly lit streets were so crowded and noisy 
people forgot they were still living in wartime. Eating establishments 
did a roaring business—from food stalls at curbside offering cheap meals 
cooked in woks sizzling over fires to expensive well-lit restaurants 
where a glass of orange juice cost the equivalent of a worker's day 
wages. But by eleven o'clock, all this had to wind down to comply with 
the curfew. 
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In December 1949, the municipal theater that had been under repair 
reopened. My father presided over the inauguration of this civic land- 
mark. Festooned arches were built in the streets leading up to the the- 
ater, and my father arrived at the head of a motorcade of dignitaries. 
Later I accompanied my parents to a performance at this theater, a play 
based on The Tale of Kieu. We sat in the box of honor, and although I was 
small, I was aware of everyone’s deference—we were treated almost like 
royalty. My older brothers and sisters appreciated the flattering treat- 
ment more than I did. My older sister Phu in particular enjoyed her role 
as a sort of celebrity. My father often drafted her into service: to stand 
in for him at official ceremonies, such as inaugurating an office or flying 
in a newly arrived airplane. Newspapers frequently carried pictures in 
which she appeared, smiling her charming smile. 

Starting in 1950, American officials began to appear among the many 
visiting dignitaries that my father had to host. By this time, the com- 
munists had won in China. The Soviet Union and China had recognized 
the government of Ho Chi Minh, and were sending him more and more 
aid. The United States, afraid that the French would lose the war, rec- 
ognized Bao Dai and provided aid for France to use in Vietnam. To jus- 
tify this aid, the American Joint Chiefs of Staff took the widespread fear 
of communist expansion and formulated it into what became known as 
the domino theory: If Vietnam fell, other countries in the region as well 
would fall to communism. This theory would turn into a dogma of 
American policy, and would be invoked again and again during the 
decades of U.S. involvement. 

One day, my father brought a visiting American aid official home to 
stay with us. Before the guest’s arrival in Haiphong, my father prepared 
a special welcome. He had arches entwined with green branches and 
fresh flowers built for the motorcade from the airport. He also had a 
dragon boat made ready so he could take the American on tours of the 
surrounding areas that were crisscrossed with waterways. When my 
brother Giu asked my father why he was going to such length with the 
American, my father said, “Unless we treat him right, we won't get any 
aid money.” The French would go even further than my father to win 
the hearts of the visiting Americans, and were known on occasions to 
introduce them to beautiful women. 

Beneath the social glitter lurked a lot of strain for my father. He had 
an uneasy relationship with the French. Unable to buck their power, he 
had to accept a lot of compromises, but he always stood firm on things 
that mattered to him. The French respected him for his ability to get 
things done and liked him because he was generally cooperative. At 
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times, however, they became angry when he dug in his heels. Chinese 
businessmen made up another group of wealthy and powerful people 
who could give him headaches. They were used to buying influence 
with money, and tried to bribe him on many occasions. Once, a Chinese 
merchant asked him for permission to import votive goods. He refused, 
saying that he did not want to encourage poor and superstitious people 
to spend their meager wages on paper products to burn and send to their 
dead relatives in the other world. Trying to induce him to change his 
mind, the businessman brought an attaché case stuffed with cash to our 
house. My father politely turned him down and asked him to leave. 

Another time, the Chinese asked for permission to open a six-month 
kermesse, a sort of combination trade fair and gambling festival. Besides 
stalls selling goods, it also had small gambling halls that brought enor- 
mous profits for their operators. My father still remembered vividly a 
kermesse in Hanoi years before, when many people killed themselves after 
incurring heavy gambling debts. He was afraid the same tragedy would 
strike Haiphong, a tragedy that the Viet Minh would be sure to exploit. 
He refused to issue a permit. The Chinese businessmen were stunned. 
They had bribed some powerful men—both French and Vietnamese, 
including the governor of Tonkin—and thought they would have easy 
sailing in Haiphong. They complained to the governor, who pressured 
my father hard. When he refused to change his mind, the governor sent 
a messenger to tell him that if the deal did not go through the Chinese 
would expose the fact that he had taken money from them. My father 
stood his ground. Seeing that their tactics had not worked, the Chinese 
decided to bribe my father as well. They came to our house carrying a 
briefcase containing a large amount of gold, but my father would not 
touch it. The kermesse never took place. The governor was furious. 

In refusing the bribes, my father was observing the mandarin ethic 
that dictated that officials should keep their integrity. Besides, he felt 
that collaborating with the French was bad enough, and did not wish 
to make matters worse by ruining his personal reputation and family’s 
honor. Also, he had seen many corrupt officials around him and feared 
becoming like them, where one bribe would lead to the next and the 
next until accepting payoffs turned into a habit. Last, my father believed 
that if he performed good deeds, he could induce heaven to protect him 
and his descendants from tragedy. 

The pressure of all these conflicting interests and demands was drain- 
ing for my father. Often, we would see him sitting in his study, in a 
deep frown, with his hands rubbing his forehead, as if trying to relieve 
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a terrible headache. He told my mother, “A lot of people envy my posi- 
tion, but they only see the glamour. They don’t know the problems that 
go with it. My job’s like a shiny red pepper—on the outside, it looks 
delicious, but when you take a bite, it burns your mouth.” 

The Viet Minh, for their part, also made life difficult for my father. 
Their agents had infiltrated Haiphong by mingling with the returning 
refugees to recruit residents into their ranks and intimidate people who 
wanted to work for the French. To send a powerful message, they 
would resort to assassination. The attacks were daring. Of the twelve 
men who headed the various sections of the city, three were killed in 
their houses in the middle of the night; the fourth was murdered in 
broad daylight while sitting in his shop. The head of the secret police 
was shot in the stomach right in the middle of a crowded street one 
evening. In propaganda leaflets spread clandestinely by their agents, the 
Viet Minh usually claimed that those they had killed “owed a blood 
debt to the people’—that is to say, the officials had harmed the revolu- 
tion. In the case of the security police chief, for example, the Viet Minh 
condemned him for his corruption and for hurting their movement. 
According to them, he had extorted money from returning refugees in 
exchange for getting them identity papers, and he had jailed and killed 
several Viet Minh cadres. 

My father knew that he too was a marked man. When he first went 
to Haiphong to assume his post, the Viet Minh sent him a threatening 
letter. Although it conceded that he was a man of conscience who had 
done good things for the people, it also condemned him as a traitor and 
a collaborator. The Viet Minh tried to kill him three times. The first 
time, by pure chance, the French security police arrested a suspected 
Viet Minh agent and found a piece of paper on him containing an order 
in invisible ink instructing him to lie in wait for my father and shoot him 
when he emerged from our house. The second time, an armed Viet Minh 
agent managed to sneak into my father’s office. But when the assassin 
saw him, he suddenly lost his nerve. Trembling, he handed over his pis- 
tol. After these incidents, my father knew he badly needed a bodyguard. 
None was available then, so he hired my brother Xuong, who had just 
moved down with us. Xuong used to accompany him, carrying a pistol 
in his holster and looking very proud and important. We used to laugh 
and say that he would not be much protection in a crisis. After schools 
reopened in Hanoi in 1948, Xuong went back to the lycée. More people 
had returned to Haiphong by then, so my father was able to find two 
professionals to take his place. 


212 == poison and bribes 


The last attempt against my father’s life came not from a faceless 
assassin but from inside his own household. One of the servants had met 
and fallen in love with a peddler who was a Viet Minh agent. She gave 
him some poison to put in my father’s drink or food. Somehow the 
French got wind of the plot and arrested the servant before he had the 
chance or decided to act. They threw him in jail and interrogated him 
with their usual brutal techniques. His mother came to see my mother, 
pleading for mercy, “Unless he gets out of jail, my son will die from the 
beatings.” Feeling sorry for the servant and for the old woman, my moth- 
er talked to my father, saying that the servant had been very loyal up 
until now and that he had only accepted the poison to please the girl- 
friend with whom he was madly in love. My father agreed with my 
mother, and asked the French security officials to let the servant go. The 
French, nonplussed, said, “He planned to kill you, and yet you want us 
to release him?” But eventually, they acceded to my father’s dogged 
requests and released the servant. My parents welcomed the news, 
believing that this good deed would be another mark in their favor— 
and ours—in heaven’s eyes. (Needless to say, the servant was not 
rehired.) 

Despite these plots against his life, my father carried on as normal. 
Among his official duties, the inspection tours were the most dangerous. 
Whenever he went to a village to check on things, explain a government 
policy, or motivate the peasants, he felt very exposed. A lone assassin 
hiding in a bamboo grove could easily shoot him while he made his way 
on foot into the village, or a sniper could plant a bullet in his head while 
he was giving his speech. Things were most dicey in the villages that 
had not been completely secured. My father could only hope that his 
karma and the good deeds he had performed would protect him from a 
violent and sudden death. 

The attempts against my father’s life took place in the first two years 
of his tenure in Haiphong, when Viet Minh policy against those they 
viewed as collaborators was implacable. In 1950, the Viet Minh 
switched tactics. Instead of trying to kill my father, they now decided 
to recruit him, as part of their new policy. They would continue to elim- 
inate those officials they considered brutal, but they would try to con- 
vert those they thought had a feeling for the country and the people. 
After following my father closely, the Viet Minh special police in 
Haiphong concluded that, in spite of his mandarin background, my 
father was a patriot who was doing a lot to help the people and a 
nationalist who was yearning for independence. They also thought that 
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he was a decent opponent. He was not resorting to underhanded and 
brutal tactics to fight them, such as inducing the French to make whole- 
sale arrests in the hope of catching a few Viet Minh agents in the drag- 
net, or to torture and execute suspects. After he refused to issue a per- 
mit for the kermesse, they sent him a long letter, praising him for his 
integrity-—comparing him to a lotus flower that was pure although its 
roots were sunk in mud—and asking him to “return to the fatherland.” 
My father knew that the flattery was only a ploy to induce him to do 
the Viet Minh’s bidding. Afraid that the letter might incriminate him 
in the eyes of the French, he burned it immediately. 

When they got no response, the Viet Minh sent Ho, one of my 
cousins, to recruit my father. Ho had joined the Viet Minh in 1945. 
When they found out that he was related to my father, the Viet Minh 
transferred him from his military unit to the Haiphong special police. 
My family had lost touch with Ho, and we did not know that he was 
now a member of this revolutionary police. If Ho succeeded, the Viet 
Minh would have an invaluable operative planted in a sensitive position 
who could help their cause enormously. 

While waiting for the chance to convert my father, Ho’s other mis- 
sion was to operate underground in Haiphong, under my father’s unwit- 
ting protection, gathering information about French military operations, 
strategy, and tactics, and passing it along to the Viet Minh. Before con- 
tacting my father, Ho spent three months m a village near Haiphong, 
learning how to take secret pictures of documents. He was given 
Western clothes and taught how to behave and act like an urbane per- 
son—niceties he had forgotten while in the Viet Minh forest hideout. 
Then, when the Viet Minh thought he was ready, they dictated a letter 
for him to send to my father, appealing to family ties and explaining that 
he wanted to come to Haiphong and live with my father so he could con- 
tinue his studies. My father was happy to hear from Ho, the son of a sis- 
ter who had died young. He immediately wrote back, saying that he 
would take Ho into his household, enroll him in school, and then send 
him to France to study. The promise of an education in France alarmed 
the Viet Minh special police, who feared that Ho would not pass up 
such an opportunity and that once in France he would not come back. 
Rather than lose a cadre they had spent so much time training, they 
aborted Ho’s mission. My father wondered why Ho never wrote back, 
but did not try to track him down after he lost contact. (My parents 
never found out about Ho’s real intention. I learned of Ho’s mission only 
when I saw him in Hanoi in 1995.) 
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The government that Bao Dai established after his return in 1949 set 
in motion my father’s downfall. To consolidate his support among his 
core followers, a patchwork of religious sects and political parties, the 
emperor had divided power among them, giving each a piece of the pie. 
In Tonkin, the governorship had passed into the hands of Nguyen Huu 
Tri, a member of the Dai Viet Party, a noncommunist group based main- 
ly in the north. Through him, the Dai Viet began to gain power over 
Tonkin. Naturally, the Dai Viet wanted to place their own people in 
key positions to enrich the party's coffers and enlarge its influence. The 
governor knew my father and had nothing against him personally, but he 
had to place his party’s interests over all, and this left my father vulner- 
able. He had enemies, people he had angered by refusing to be part of 
their web of corruption. He had lasted only because the French sup- 
ported him, but now they began to pull back. My father had angered 
them at times with his stubborn and nationalistic attitude. Besides, they 
wanted to cooperate with the new governor, a man they believed would 
be effective in fighting the Viet Minh. Saving my father’s career was not 
on their agenda. He was replaced by a Dai Viet Party member. But the 
governor was not heartless. Since my father was a friend, he gave him 
another job as general inspector for political and administrative affairs 
for all of Tonkin. Within a year, the new mayor had taken in enough 
money to buy an impressive villa. 

Meanwhile, my family packed up and moved to Hanoi. My father left 
Haiphong as he had come, penniless. Few people believed in his integri- 
ty, however, since incorruptible officials almost did not exist. Rumors 
persisted that we left Haiphong loaded with gold, diamonds, and cash. 
Years later, when our house burned down in Saigon, people whispered 
that my mother, in a panic at the approaching fire, poured a bowl full 
of diamonds—spoils from our days in Haiphong—down the gutter in 
the hope of retrieving them later. Fantastic as the story was, everyone 
who heard it believed it. 
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The Ball of a Border Garrison 


Mrs. Thong Ngoc, our landlady in 
Hanoi, lived upstairs, in a room in 
the back of the house overlooking 
the courtyard and the old longan 
tree. She had advanced asthma, so 
spent most of her time in bed. The 
room in which she had to confine 
herself was pleasant. She had deco- 
rated it with antique furniture and 
porcelain, and from her large bed in 
carved dark wood, she could survey 
her beautiful possessions. Even 
with all the fine furnishings, the 
room still felt like an invalid’s 
chamber. Mrs. Thong Ngoc rarely 
set foot outside. Once in a while, a 
visitor would drop by, but that 
was all the company she had. The 
first time I spent an afternoon with 


her, she was so delighted that I 
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would come back again and again. She gave me the attention I rarely got 
from my parents; I also saw quickly that her apartment was an ideal hid- 
ing place when I skipped school. She could not talk much and usually 
just listened to me or watched me play. I thought Mrs. Thong Ngoc did 
not have long to live, yet she hung on for years. What kept her going 
was the hope that her only son, who had joined the Viet Minh, would 
one day come back to see her. Although she had not heard from him since 
he left, she was sure he was alive. So, she was waiting patiently for the 
war to end and for him to return. 

In being physically distant from the war and yet psychologically 
touched by it, Mrs. Thong Ngoc was like other middle class people in 
Hanoi. Like her, they carried on as if it did not exist. Deep down, how- 
ever, it affected them deeply. The fighting might remain far away—rag- 
ing in the rice paddies, in the remote hills, forests, and mountains—and 
the peasants who bore the brunt of the conflict might suffer and die out 
of sight and out of hearing, yet the war constantly impinged on the con- 
sciousness of Hanoi’s middle class. There were frequent reminders, such 
as trucks full of armed soldiers and military vehicles clattering through 
the streets, news of victories or reverses, pictures of death and destruc- 
tion in the daily papers. And when the Viet Minh moved closer to the 
city, as they did in late 1950, fear gripped the middle-class milieu. 
Besides, many families had relatives in the Viet Minh or in zones con- 
trolled by them, as we did, and once in a while they could not help but 
wonder how these relatives were bearing under French attacks. So, 
much as we and other families might have liked to, we could not banish 
the war from our thoughts. 

We were living with Mrs. Thong Ngoc because when we returned 
to Hanoi in 1950, our house near the Lanessan Hospital was already 
rented out. Our new home was a two-story villa with a small front yard 
and a narrow garden that ran along both sides of the house. It was locat- 
ed at the corner of Gambetta Boulevard, near the central train station. 
Of all the places in the house, my favorite was the living room. It felt to 
me like a retreat into a serene, bygone time. In the summer, this room, 
dark and cool, became my favorite refuge from the blistering heat and 
harsh sunlight of Hanoi. Mrs. Thong Ngoc had decorated it the same 
way she had her own room, full of antique hardwood furniture, carved 
and inlaid with marble or mother-of-pearl. Wooden scrolls of different 
shapes and sizes bearing gilded Chinese characters hung on the walls. 
Big porcelain vases stood in niches on both sides of an arched doorway. 
At Tet, my mother put flowering cherry and plum branches in the vases, 
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and narcissus bulbs heavy with fragrant white blossoms and long green 
leaves in bowls resting on carved wooden stands. Pleasant as it was, the 
villa was much smaller than the spacious residence we had enjoyed in 
Haiphong. Upstairs, besides the small apartment occupied by Mrs. 
Thong Ngoc, there were two bedrooms. My parents used one, and my 
brothers the other. My four sisters and I crowded into the large room 
behind the front part of the house. 

It was while we were living in Mrs. Thong Ngoc’s villa that my sis- 
ter Phu got married. Considering my father’s background and position at 
the time, it was a surprising union, hardly the sort of alliance between 
two families of equal social standing that ex-mandarins still prized. The 
groom’s family was modest: The father-in-law was an elementary school 
teacher with a low salary. 

Phu did not want to get married at age eighteen; she would have pre- 
ferred to go on with her studies. She cried when my parents insisted, 
but her tears did not soften them. They thought she was too young to 
know what was good for her, and they thought they had found her a 
promising husband. A matchmaker, as usual, had initiated the proceed- 
ings, bringing the proposal from the groom’s family, whom she knew. 
Since she was a relative, my parents trusted her assessment, believing 
that she had Phu’s best interests in mind. The matchmaker said that the 
groom was an educated man, an engineer of public works with a solid 
job and a good salary who wanted to marry Phu out of love. He had been 
smitten with Phu the first time he saw her walk home from school. 
After that first chance meeting, he would wait for her outside our house, 
hoping to catch a glimpse of her. 

Today, we might think of this as obsessive behavior, but all my sis- 
ters at some time had boys who were fixated with them, worshiping 
them from afar or, if they were bolder, trying to catch their attention by 
sending them passionate letters. My sisters would have mixed feelings 
about the unwanted attention, flattered, yet scared and repelled at 
times. In a sexually repressed society, where interaction between boys 
and girls was forbidden, this kind of fixation was considered a normal 
part of growing up for boys and for girls as well. So my parents were 
not alarmed by the bridegroom's obsession with Phu, nor were they con- 
cerned about the poverty of his family. They were looking for in-laws 
who would treat Phu kindly, especially since she would have to move in 
with them. The matchmaker reassured my parents: No need to fret, 
these were very decent people. My parents were persuaded. They did 
not investigate further. 
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The wedding was big, lasting a couple of days. After elaborate cere- 
monies, cars bedecked with flowers took Phu and her bridal party to her 
new home. While my parents rejoiced that they had managed to marry 
off another daughter—leaving only five to go—Phu was despondent. 
She cried on her wedding day. I will always remember the look of panic 
on her face when we left her at the end of the marriage ceremony, sit- 
ting by herself on the edge of her bridal bed. She seemed so lonely and 
afraid, with tears running down her cheeks—like someone awaiting her 
execution. That day marked the beginning of a hard life for her. Her new 
family, she discovered, had a dark history. Her father-in-law turned out 
to be an opium addict, and a daughter had committed suicide. Later, a 
son would shoot himself in the head in a bout of depression over losing 
his girlfriend. Phu’s husband was selfish and possessive. Money was 
always in short supply and the family was burdened with debt. But tra- 
dition demanded that she should accept her lot without complaint, so 
she did. It was a matter of duty and honor for her to stay in the marriage, 
no matter how tough things got. Even if she had wanted to leave her 
husband, a divorce would have been impossible, legally and socially. It 
would have carried such a stigma that my parents would not have con- 
doned it, and Phu herself would have found it too much of a burden to 
carry. Phu would struggle the rest of her life. 

For my father, Phu’s wedding seemed to be part of a turn in his for- 
tune after he moved to Hanoi. Just when he thought that no one was 
standing up for him, Emperor Bao Dai intervened on his behalf. When 
he heard the news that my father had lost his post as mayor of 
Haiphong, the emperor summoned Nguyen De, his cabinet chief, and 
said, “This is unfair. Find him another position. Give him one that’s 
prestigious but isn’t too taxing. Get him a sinecure that'll pay him well 
and give him a comfortable living.” Nguyen De, an old acquaintance of 
my father’s from their university days, appointed him Vietnam's perma- 
nent representative to the Congress of the French Union located in 
Paris. This was a body created by France to give former colonies a voice, 
but no power. Just as Bao Dai had directed, it was a prestigious, high- 
ly paid, yet safe position, away from the instability and dangers of 
Vietnam—a job that a lot of people would have killed for. My father 
got ready to leave for France. But as he was about to do so, the politi- 
cal picture abruptly changed again. 

General de Lattre de Tassigny had arrived as supreme commander for 
both civilian and military affairs, with complete authority to turn the 
situation around. To clear the deck in Tonkin, he swept aside political 
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leaders he considered incompetent or corrupt. The Dai Viet Party had 
become hugely unpopular because of corruption and favoritism, and de 
Lattre directed the Vietnamese Prime Minister to dismiss all the party's 
members from the government. The governor of Tonkin, a member of 
this party, lost his job, and Dr. Dang Huu Chi became governor. Once 
again, Dr. Chi turned to my father for help. He pleaded with him, 
“Don’t go to France. Stay and help me. I’ll make you my second in com- 
mand and put you in charge of all administrative and financial affairs.” 
Out of friendship for Dr. Chi, my father took the offer and postponed 
his trip. 

My father became in effect a deputy governor for Tonkin, at a time of 
drastic changes. At de Lattre’s instruction, Dr. Chi launched into a 
housecleaning. He got rid of province chiefs who were members of the 
Dai Viet Party. He left the appointment of district chiefs and other mid- 
level officials in my father’s hands. As he had promised, he turned over 
all administrative and financial matters to my father, who became his 
surrogate—running the day-to-day business of Tonkin, representing him 
on various councils, and presiding over the monthly meetings with the 
province chiefs. The governor had complete confidence in him and never 
questioned what he did. Preoccupied with his dealings with de Lattre, 
he would sign whatever decree my father put in front of him, and would 
go along with whatever decision my father had made. This job as the 
unofficial deputy governor would be the pinnacle of my father’s career. 

My father had been a philanderer, but his affairs had been discreet, 
such as the one with a teacher in Haiphong. My siblings and I were not 
aware of any of these. Now, he began to throw discretion overboard. He 
began to come home less and less often for dinner. Then, he returned 
later and later in the evening, usually past midnight. He explained that 
his official duties kept him away. My mother finally became suspicious 
and questioned our driver, who confessed that my father had been see- 
ing a woman. Not any woman, but the most well-known a dao singer of 
Tonkin. Within the circle of ex-mandarins like my father who were still 
fascinated by this kind of music, she was the woman to possess. She had 
a honeyed voice and masterful singing technique. She frequently per- 
formed over Radio Hanoi. The singer’s voice was her only asset. She was 
rather unattractive—plump and coarse—with a dark complexion that 
we associated with the toiling peasants. However, this did not matter 
to my father, who was bewitched by her voice and intoxicated with the 
triumph of being her lover. He enjoyed basking in the envy of his ex- 


mandarin colleagues. 
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The affair was the talk of Hanoi. A cousin of my father’s gleefully 
asked my mother about it one day, savoring the pain he inflicted. My 
siblings and I were within earshot. We looked at each other, dumb- 
founded. We had idealized our father, and now we found out that he 
was no better than other men who routinely betrayed their wives. We 
withdrew silently, feeling crushed with shame. For my mother, this 
was the worst crisis in her marriage. She had ignored my father’s previ- 
ous liaisons, believing that they were only passing fancies, but this time 
she saw the obsession and recognized the danger to her and the family. 
My father could abandon us, or he might start diverting our resources 
into the singer's hands. My mother was humiliated by the openness of 
the affair. She heard the whispers and comments, and she sensed the 
pity of her friends as well as the jubilation of those jealous of her social 
status. She had bouts of depression and anger, but she was powerless 
against my father: She could not leave him, and she could not stop him. 
All she could do was to weep and beg him or hurl angry accusations at 
him. He was enthralled, however, and she could not shake him out of 
his infatuation. My siblings and I knew what she was going through, 
but we could do nothing except feel sorry for her. We pretended not to 
know, to avoid humiliating her further. To our father, none of us dared 
breathe a word. He remained the ultimate figure of authority, and we 
had no right to question what he did—no matter how awful. Besides, 
we mostly blamed the singer for our family crisis. We too accepted the 
double standard. 

My family’s crisis flared up right after the Viet Minh had given peo- 
ple in Hanoi another scare. This time, they pushed into the midlands, 
the region lying between their mountain base and the rich Red River 
Delta. It was an area of low hills, giving way to rice fields as the land 
became flatter, more densely populated, and richer than the mountain 
region. If they could capture this territory, they would have access to 
better resources to feed the growing demands of their war. They could 
also use it as a springboard to drive into the Red River Delta and push 
the French into the seas. But they had not counted on the new weapons 
that the Americans had given to de Lattre: napalm and heavy artillery. 
In the more open terrain, he could use them with deadly results against 
the Viet Minh if they attacked in large units. De Lattre’s unflinching use 
of napalm, even in close combat where his own troops could get burned, 
would earn him the nickname of “fire general” among the delta peasants. 
After taking terrible casualties without achieving any significant gains, 


General Giap, the Viet Minh commander, decided to call off his offen- 
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sive. Realizing that his troops were not yet ready for a frontal assault 
against a much stronger enemy, he withdrew them back into the moun- 
tain bases to rebuild the units and train new recruits. For the next two 
years, he would not risk his army in large unit combat where his soldiers 
would be exposed to deadly heavy weapons. He would revert to guer- 
rilla warfare. If he attacked with his regular units, it was against only 
carefully selected targets. 

By this time, the French had realized that they could not fight the 
war all by themselves. They simply did not have enough troops. The 
time had come for them to “yellowize,” or Vietnamize the war. Part of 
de Lattre’s mission was to build a native army. At first, the Vietnamese 
troops would man defensive positions and free the French forces to go 
on the offensive. Later, the French would turn the fighting over to them. 
America would bankroll this long-range effort, and was already paying 
a larger and larger share of the costs. 

To begin building up this army, Emperor Bao Dai ordered the con- 
scription of 60,000 men, to be trained in camps that as yet did not exist. 
It was left up to each region to determine how and where to find the 
bodies. Deputized by the Tonkin governor, my father flew to Saigon to 
meet with the prime minister, the governors of Annam and 
Cochinchina, and the defense minister, to figure out how to implement 
the draft and training. The most sensitive issue was how to explain the 
conscription to the population and motivate them to join the army. After 
all, why should Vietnamese want to risk their lives fighting other 
Vietnamese in order to keep the French in power? Together, my father 
and the officials labored over the wording of the announcement and of 
the propaganda leaflets that would be distributed throughout the vil- 
lages under government control. They decided to tell the conscripts that 
they would not be fighting for the French, but against the Viet Minh to 
build a noncommunist Vietnam, although they could not define this in 
any compelling way. As usual, the village officials—the ones at the bot- 
tom of the totem pole—would have the thankless task of convincing the 
peasants that this was a goal worth fighting and dying for. 

After he returned to Hanoi with fresh instructions, my father had 
eight weeks to build the two training camps—one located in Quang Yen 
Province and the other in Bac Ninh—for the thousands of conscripts 
who would soon be arriving en masse. He did not have enough funds to 
hire contractors, so he thought the fastest and cheapest way was to have 
these provinces mobilize the peasants, just as mandarins used to do in 
the old days to carry out large public works projects. Villages were 
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asked to supply labor, bamboo, and thatch, and were told they would 
be adequately compensated. The province chiefs, however, pocketed 
most of the funds my father disbursed for the construction, making the 
villagers very angry. Other suppliers of materials like cement also com- 
plained about being shortchanged. Newspapers condemned the shenani- 
gans, and my father took a lot of heat, although he had not personally 
profited from these wrongdoings. 

Once the rudimentary camps were ready, my father again met with 
the province chiefs to discuss how to find up to 20,000 recruits for the 
camps. They agreed to give each province a quota to fill with youths 
chosen by lottery from a list of draft-age males. As it happened, the peas- 
ants~—and not the middle class and the rich—were the only ones whose 
sons ended up on the provincial lists. After the meeting, my father read 
a speech at the Opera House to announce the draft policy and selection 
criteria. The popular reaction was resentful, but muted. In the country- 
side, the peasants were unhappy because they thought the conscription 
was simply a way to force their sons to die in place of the French. But 
no one dared to protest openly, because everyone knew de Lattre would 
not hesitate to crush any opposition. The secret police stood ready to 
arrest anyone who dared to sabotage the general's policy. Once the two 
training camps began to function, my father’s responsibility ended. 

After the initial flurry of operations against the Viet Minh, General 
de Lattre found himself in a stalemate. His plan had been to defend the 
Red River Delta while pushing into enemy territory—clearing out the 
Viet Minh and retaking control of villages in an oil-spot pacification 
drive, and driving inexorably into the Viet Minh mountain base. To 
protect the delta, he built a string of over 100 bunkers that stretched in 
an arc from east to west and southward toward the sea. From these 
posts, troops would conduct lightning strikes into the Viet Minh zone, 
supported by mobile units backed with tanks and heavy artillery. But 
the mountains, hills, and forests of the north slowed him down and his 
troops became mired in static defense. De Lattre’s strategy failed to turn 
the tide of the war. 

De Lattre’s pacification of newly conquered territory was no more 
successful and permanent than his military gains. Try as he might to root 
out the Viet Minh behind his lines, he could not stop the pourriture. As 
soon as his mobile troops managed to clear an area, a village government 
would be set up and militia installed in a post to keep the Viet Minh 
out. Inevitably, after his troops pulled out, the enemy would sneak back. 
Within the delta itself, security was never complete. Guerrilla harass- 


223 = the fall of a border garrison 


ment and Viet Minh activities continued even in villages near Hanoi. At 
one point, de Lattre, in exasperation, wanted to create a secure belt 
around. the city by razing several villages and forcing the peasants to 
move. When my father got wind of this, he went to see the Tonkin gov- 
ernor and said to his old friend, “You can’t let de Lattre carry out his 
plan. Tens of thousands of people will suffer. Where will they go if 
their villages are razed to the ground?” Again, pleading was all my father 
could do—and hope that the French would listen. This time it worked. 
Dr. Chi got the general to abandon his draconian pacification scheme. 

De Lattre was not the only military man tempted to lash out at the 
peasants out of frustration. In fact, casser les nhac, or peasant bashing, 
became practically a part of French operational routine, if not a pastime 
for many of the soldiers. Every time the Viet Minh fired upon or blew 
up a French vehicle, French troops would storm into the nearest village 
the next day to teach the peasants a lesson. Not knowing how to dis- 
tinguish a Viet Minh from an innocent civilian, the French would pun- 
ish the whole village, or they would make wholesale arrests and put the 
suspects in a prison camp. Then they would have Vietnamese officials 
come and sort out who the real Viet Minh were. This was not a fool- 
proof process, and many innocent villagers ended up in jail. These high- 
handed tactics, along with the theft and rape committed by the 
Expeditionary Corps in the course of their operations, only deepened 
the resentment of the peasants and often turned them into Viet Minh 
sympathizers. 

It was the job of province chiefs to consolidate the gains and make 
pacification work. After French troops cleared an area, the head of the 
province appointed officials to run the villages, keep the Viet Minh 
from coming back, and win the allegiance of the peasants. My father did 
not have direct responsibility for pacification. His job was to help the 
province chiefs hang on to what had been won, and keep the pacified 
area expanding. His other job was to staff the mobile propaganda teams, 
created by de Lattre, that went into newly pacified areas to win the 
hearts and minds of the distrustful and sullen peasants—by distributing 
gifts and medicine and trying to fraternize with the villagers. He usual- 
ly recruited people such as ex-policemen, who would not be afraid to 
venture into these still insecure areas. 

My father found pacification as frustrating as 1t had been in his days 
in Haiphong. The pacified villages assumed a schizophrenic character: 
During the day, government officials and militiamen were much in evi- 
dence, but at night, Viet Minh cadres and guerrillas would return. Since 
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the propaganda teams kept moving from village to village, and never 
stayed long enough to win the peasants over, they had little effect. 
Under these circumstances, pacification was like holding sand in one’s 
fingers. As the Viet Minh became stronger, the forts themselves came 
under attack, and many of the pacified villages fell back into their hands. 

In November 1951, de Lattre, trying to recapture the military ini- 
tiative, attacked Hoa Binh, sitting astride a major enemy supply route. 
French forces took the town, located among wooded hills, meeting 
hardly any resistance. Holding Hoa Binh was not as easy, however. 
General Giap counterattacked and soon had the town isolated. French 
airplanes and artillery, hampered by the wooded terrain, could not dis- 
lodge Giap’s troops. Finding it increasingly difficult to resupply the 
town by road and river, the French decided to abandon it. The with- 
drawal was a repeat of the rout along the frontier in 1950, with weary 
French troops fighting their way out step by step through enemy lines 
and ambushes. Those who survived would refer to this battle as “the 
hell of Hoa Binh.” 

De Lattre did not live to see the debacle. About a month before the 
battle ended, he died of cancer in Paris. Before leaving Vietnam, the gen- 
eral indirectly had a hand in another turn in my father’s career, when he 
appointed a new governor of Tonkin. Dr. Chi had died of tuberculosis 
less than a year after he took office, and de Lattre replaced him with 
Nguyen Van Tam, someone who was not afraid to kill, who would exact 
an eye for an eye. He and the Viet Minh were mortal enemies, with a 
blood debt between them: While he was in charge of Cai Lay district, 
he had viciously suppressed the Viet Minh. In retaliation, they killed 
two of his sons. Later, when he became special police chief of Saigon, 
he executed many people he suspected of being their agents. Instead of 
being repulsed by his violence, de Lattre admired his ruthlessness. 

The new governor did not trust anyone and was manipulative, cun- 
ning, and dishonest. My father thought he was a dangerous man, and 
Tam for his part showed no support for my father. After a few months, 
de Lattre elevated Tam to the position of prime minister, one of many 
premiers who would come into and out of office through Vietnam's 
revolving-door politics. When de Lattre died, Emperor Bao Dai 
brought back Nguyen Huu Tri—his protégé—as governor of Tonkin, 
and the Dai Viet Party reemerged to take over power. My father lost 
his position, and went back to the job Tri had given him in 1950 when 
he shunted him out of Haiphong—as inspector general for administra- 
tive and political affairs, with the added responsibility of overseeing 
financial expenditures for all of Tonkin. 
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In 1952, we moved out of Mrs. Thong Ngoc’s house into a govern- 
ment-owned villa near the Opera House, located on a tree-shaded resi- 
dential street. It was more quiet here than on Gambetta Boulevard. My 
father and his staff of twenty occupied offices on the ground floor, and 
our family had the entire upstairs. By Hanoi’s standard, our quarters 
were large and comfortable. Most important, they were also free. A 
pebbled walkway, lined with flowering shrubs and bordered by a wall 
covered with the branches of a huge bougainvillea, led into the villa, 
and nicely landscaped yards surrounded the house. My sisters Binh, Yen, 
Loan, Tuyet, and I—now forming a close band—had a lot more space 
for games and for riding bicycles, which we borrowed from our broth- 
ers’ friends whenever they came to visit. 

We spent a couple of peaceful years in this villa. After the initial 
shock and turmoil brought on by my father’s affair, our family settled 
down. My mother, who prized harmony above everything else, sup- 
pressed her own emotions to keep peace and resigned herself to the state 
of things. The singer by now had become a de facto secondary wife. Her 
relationship with my father, however, had turned routine, more marked 
by a sense of duty on his part than passion. He still saw her regularly, 
but the infatuation was gone. Since my mother’s pain had lost its sharp 
edge, my sisters and I could now talk to her about our resentment against 
the singer and her intrusion into our family. My mother, although 
pleased by our support and solidarity, would laugh at our tirades. She 
would defend my father, “He’s a good man. He’s provided well for all of 
us. It’s just that he’s so infatuated with that woman. If he were really 
bad, he would’ve abandoned us for her.” We did not know it at the 
time, but my mother’s accepting and even indifferent attitude was only 
a front. Everyone who knew her marveled at her forbearance. No one 
suspected how deep the hurt ran. It was only recently that I discovered 
how much my mother still feels the pain of the affair. My father, for his 
part, never felt contrite that he had taken a second wife; after all, he was 
only exercising the prerogative that all Vietnamese men enjoyed. 

Hanoi by this time had recovered from the fighting in 1946-47 and 
was even prospering. War spending gave it an economic boost, although 
it never experienced the boom that Saigon enjoyed. Profiteers found 
plenty of opportunities to garner some of the millions of dollars that 
were spilling into the country to feed the war. In our sheltered exis- 
tence, my sisters and I were unaware of all these goings-on. Confined 
within the boundaries of family and school as we were, the outside 
world did not exist for us. School was now the Ecole Sainte Marie, run 
by French nuns. As we grew older, my mother was afraid that we 
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would become more open to bad influences, so she enrolled us in the best 
convent school in Hanoi, overcoming her fear that we would get con- 
verted to Catholicism. She had heard that discipline and surveillance 
were tight there—exactly what she was looking for to keep us in line. 

In my case, her plan almost went awry. In fact, if it had not been for 
a stroke of luck, I would not have gotten into the school. Spoiled by my 
teachers in Haiphong, who allowed me to do whatever I pleased, I had 
learned nothing. Moving to Hanoi did not change my attitude toward 
school—I remained utterly unmotivated to learn. Every day, I would cut 
classes to visit Mrs. Thong Ngoc or wander in the streets with a couple 
of friends who also viewed school with boredom. I was nine years old 
when I applied to the convent school, which required an entrance exam. 
Although I failed miserably, no one told me that I had not passed, so on 
the first day of classes I followed my sisters to school. I waited patient- 
ly, but my name was not on the roll call; after all the students had filed 
into their classes, I was still standing in the yard. When the nuns came 
over and asked me, I replied that I had taken the exam and was supposed 
to be in class. Confused, the good sisters thought they had made a mis- 
take with my record, and admitted me into the same grade as my eleven- 
year-old sister Yen, whose low exam scores had landed her there in the 
fourth grade. 

At first I did poorly, and ended at the bottom of my class. One 
evening, when I heard Yen read a natural science lesson out loud, over 
and over, without being able to memorize it, I thought I would help by 
reciting the lesson with her and prompting her whenever she became 
stuck. When the teacher called on me the next day, I smoothly read the 
lesson back to her by heart, word for word, as I was supposed to. She 
looked surprised and gave me a perfect score. I was so pleased that I 
began to pay attention in class and to do my homework. The good grades 
I got made me think that learning could be fun. I climbed from the bot- 
tom to the middle of the class, earning the attention and affection of my 
teacher. By the third month, I had risen to the top where I stayed, pleas- 
ing my teacher and turning me into one of her favorite students. As in 
the old days, academic aptitude brought recognition and respect, so my 
classmates began to look up to me. I would remain a star pupil until I 
graduated from high school in Saigon. Yen, for her part, struggled that 
whole year, but did not resent my putting her in the shadow in school. 
She fell further and further behind me, and eventually dropped out to 
work as a secretary. 

Since my father was no longer the deputy governor of Tonkin, my 
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mother’s social life had become less hectic, giving her more time to spend 
with my sisters and me. I was older now and had begun to show inter- 
est in things that she enjoyed doing, such as sewing, knitting, going to 
see Vietnamese operas or to worship at temples and pagodas, or visiting 
her sisters. My interest pleased her and she would take me along on some 
of her rounds. In her hierarchy of affection, I still ranked in the middle, 
but at least I no longer irked her with my tomboy behavior, which I had 
outgrown, and was even giving her a reason to be proud of me by doing 
well in school. I had become more thoughtful also and understood bet- 
ter the pain she had to endure from my father’s infidelities. My affection 
for her grew, drawing me closer to her, and she responded by being 
more tender and giving me more attention. 

Until 1954, our cocoon-like existence enveloped me and my siblings 
in a false sense of security. My brother Giu had gone to France to study. 
Giu was bright and capable, yet never did well in school. My father, 
thinking a change of environment and better instruction would do my 
brother some good, pulled some strings and got Giu permission to leave 
for France. My sisters and I could not wait for Giu to go, and rejoiced 
the day he departed: Finally, we were rid of our harsh and arbitrary 
brother. My other two brothers, Luong and Tuan, who were still at the 
Lycée Albert Sarraut, were apathetic teenagers, indifferent to the polit- 
ical and military questions of the day, and spent their leisure time hang- 
ing out with their friends—mostly playing mah-jongg and riding 
bicycles. 

The war did not touch my second oldest brother Xuong, who had 
volunteered for the Regional Forces. He had always been restless and 
difficult to control. When he dropped out of school, my parents did not 
try to stop him, knowing it would be futile. He left home and then sud- 
denly reappeared one day, wearing the uniform of an officer. My parents 
were surprised, but did not worry about him getting exposed to com- 
bat. They guessed that, being wily and clever, Xuong would never vol- 
unteer for any dangerous task and would manage to wriggle out of any 
risky assignment. After that, he came home only once in while. 
Whenever he did, no one in the family would take the trouble to ask 
him what he was doing in the army, knowing full well we would get 
only vague answers and jokes. We heard rumors that he had become a 
playboy, hanging out in dance halls and dating “taxi girls” or hostesses. 

My father was the only one in our family who had any knowledge of 
what was going on in Tonkin, and my sisters and | rarely saw him. He 
came home more often now for dinner, but he ate with my mother and 
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my brothers Luong and Tuan. We girls were still relegated to eating by 
ourselves. In my family, meals were served in two shifts: an early one for 
my sisters and me, and a later one for my brothers and parents. Eating 
with parents was a privilege reserved for sons. I did not resent this 
arrangement, accepting it as normal since it went without saying that 
daughters were inferior to sons. My sisters and I actually preferred eat- 
ing separately, because we did not have to be on our best behavior; we 
could talk freely and be silly if we wanted to. Even if we had seen our 
father at dinnertime, he would not have said anything about the war. 
Once in a while he would confide in my mother, but he made it a point 
never to discuss his work with my brothers. 

As inspector general for all of Tonkin, he served as the eyes and ears 
of the governor. His responsibility was to make sure that province and 
district chiefs were doing their jobs and to gauge the mood in the coun- 
tryside. If a grievance was lodged against a provincial official, he would 
investigate and relay the results to the governor. Being a kind man, he 
usually softened his report of the wrongdoing so that the punishment 
would be a little less harsh. On the other hand, he would lavish praise 
on a good official and would urge the governor to give the man a pro- 
motion. But bad officials outnumbered good ones; the tendency to use 
government positions for personal gains was too ingrained. In the years 
he was inspector general, my father got a couple of province chiefs and 
several district chiefs dismissed for malfeasance. Again, his position gave 
him another excellent opportunity to get rich, because local officials 
knew he could make or break their careers. But he never accepted bribes, 
being as determined as ever to adhere to the old mandarin ethics and to 
protect his family’s name. The governor nicknamed him “The Kind- 
Hearted Inspector.” 

It was dangerous work, and it got more and more risky as security 
worsened. Province and district officials were getting killed all over the 
country by mines and snipers. My father knew that the small detail of 
bao an, or civil guards, that the local officials assigned to protect him on 
his visits would have been useless against determined Viet Minh agents. 
Whenever he had to address a huge crowd, he wondered whether a bul- 
let or a grenade would end his life. On occasions, when his work kept 
him in a province town overnight, he would be too anxious to sleep. 
And yet he did not curtail his tours. 

By 1953, the Viet Minh had destroyed de Lattre’s defense line and 
gained control of 60 percent of the Red River Delta. After dark, they 


held sway over even more people and territory. More and more military 
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posts came under attack. Although the Viet Minh were not as strong in 
the rest of the country, the worsening situation in Tonkin, as well as the 
instability and incompetence of the Bao Dai regime, worried my father 
because he thought the French might depart out of discouragement and 
leave the Vietnamese government, which was no match for the Viet 
Minh, to fight on its own. 

During six years of fighting, the peasants had been the backbone of 
the Viet Minh. Their sons fought for the Viet Minh. They provided the 
food that kept the government and army alive, an army that now num- 
bered over a quarter million. They served as porters, hauling the tons of 
rice, arms, and ammunition to the battle sites, and carrying the wound- 
ed from the battlefields. And yet the long-suffering peasants had gotten 
nothing in return for their sacrifices. The Viet Minh had promised to 
give them land, but they had postponed land reform, out of fear that 
seizing the land of the rich to give to the poor would scare the middle 
and upper-middle classes and destroy the national unity they had to 
maintain to defeat the French. Now they felt they could delay no longer, 
especially since they were going to escalate their demands. They had to 
give the peasants some reward for their efforts; they would need even 
greater sacrifices for one big final offensive to break the stalemate and 
force the French to sue for peace. 

Rather than begin by expropriating land, the Viet Minh asked land- 
lords in 1952 to drastically reduce rent so the tenant farmers could keep 
a larger share of the crops and live a little better. My uncle Trinh’s area 
happened to be the first one chosen to carry this out. In this first phase, 
landlords could choose whether or not to comply with the request. 
Most simply ignored it. My uncle, as a province leader of the Lien Viet 
Front, felt it was his duty to set an example. Not only did he reduce his 
rent, but to show his support for the revolution—and perhaps to secure 
protection as the political wind began to shift—he also donated about 
forty-five acres to the cadres to parcel out among some needy peasants. 
Among landlords, such a generous attitude was rare, but since my uncle 
had such a large property, he felt he could afford to part with some of 
his land. 

In early 1953, with rent reduction making little headway, the Viet 
Minh turned the screws more tightly on the landlords. They were now 
required not only to reduce rent, but also to return to their tenant farm- 
ers the “excessive” rent they had collected over the years. The burden 
of proof was on the landlords to show that they had not overstated 
their rented acreage and that they had not collected more than their 
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rightful share of the crops, going all the way back to the year they 
began leasing the land. Teams of zealous cadres were sent into villages 
from the outside to enforce the new policy. Not being native to the vil- 
lages, they were not likely to protect the local landlords with whom 
they had no ties. 

My uncle was confident that he would come out of the situation all 
right, because he thought he had done nothing wrong and also because 
he believed his support for the Viet Minh would earn him a fair treat- 
ment. So, he and his family calmly greeted the group of cadres who 
arrived at his house one day to go over his land deeds. Although these 
papers showed clearly that he had not exaggerated his acreage, the 
cadres said that he had. They did not bother to go out and survey the 
land, nor did they have any map to back up their claim. Their threaten- 
ing demeanor and harsh accusations stunned my uncle, and, guessing that 
his protest would make the situation worse, he signed the papers they 
put in front of him, “confessing” his wrongdoing. The cadres told him 
that over sixteen years—from 1936 to 1952—he had collected a total 
of about eighty tons of paddy, or unmilled rice—more than his rightful 
share. Now he had to give all this back to his tenant farmers, each of 
whom would get a proportionate share depending on the excessive 
acreage they had rented and the number of years they had worked the 
land. My uncle felt as though he had been hit by a bolt of lightning. 
Little did he know that his nightmare had only begun. 

Trinh did not have enough paddy in storage or enough savings to pay, 
and he told the cadres as much, again hoping that his position in the 
Viet Minh would earn him some leniency. The cadres, however, 
showed him no respect and accused him of being devious. They sus- 
pected that he was rich but was hiding his assets, as other landlords had 
done. So they came back to my uncle’s house to look for assets that they 
could seize. They measured the rice in storage, bowl by bowl, to make 
sure he did not have more than he had claimed. They questioned him, 
his wife, and each of their children separately and relentlessly about the 
things they had in the house. In the end, the cadres’ efforts were wast- 
ed. They found no hidden assets, so they took away all the rice my uncle 
had in storage, along with whatever things of value they could lay their 
hands on, such as draft animals. 

My uncle and his family were devastated. They owed tens of millions 
of piasters in excessive rent, and they did not even have rice to eat. My 
aunt had managed to conceal one precious possession, a diamond ring she 
had received as a wedding gift from her mother. Now, she furtively 
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asked a messenger to take the diamond ring to Hanoi and pass it to one 
of her cousins to sell. This cousin got in touch with my father and other 
sympathetic relatives, telling them about Uncle Trinh’s plight. My 
father was heartbroken. He did not have a lot of money, so he con- 
tributed two ounces of gold. Altogether ten ounces of gold were col- 
lected from a couple of relatives and from the sale of the ring, and given 
to the messenger to take back to my aunt. At five o'clock one morning, 
when it was still dark, the messenger secretly left Hanoi with the gold 
sewn inside the hems of her blouse. On her return to my aunt’s village, 
however, she gave my aunt only one ounce, keeping the other nine for 
herself. (My aunt did not know about the messenger’s treachery until she 
saw her cousin in Hanoi after the war). My aunt was distressed by the 
small amount of gold, because it was not enough to pay even 1 percent 
of the excessive rent. So she used it to keep the family from starving. 
Just as the Viet Minh wished, my uncle, his wife, and the six chil- 
dren still at home were now living the kind of life that destitute peas- 
ants had led for years. To stretch out the money obtained in Hanoi, the 
family ate very little, just watery rice soup and boiled vegetables once a 
day. My uncle was allowed to keep and farm four acres of land, which 
he and his family had to work themselves. Though he was getting old 
and his children were still small, the Viet Minh forbade him to hire any- 
one to help out. The work was made harder because his draft animals 
had been taken away. To plough, my uncle had to strap the blade to his 
shoulder and pull it through the hard soil. The little children would 
stomp on the clods of earth to break them up and prepare the ground for 
sowing. My uncle was still renting out land, but the property was no 
longer his to dispose of as he pleased. The law forbade him to take it 
back and sell it. And the crop from these fields, when it arrived, had to 
be used to pay down the excessive rent rather than to feed his family. 
My uncle also faced the prospect of going to jail if he did not pay 
back his tenant farmers. Worse still, he would be branded as a “crimi- 
nal” landlord, a much-feared classification that would stigmatize him 
and his entire family and make life hard for all his children, even those 
that had joined the Viet Minh. Their father’s “criminal landlord” back- 
ground would be dredged up constantly, thrown in their faces, and used 
to harass them and keep them down. Desperate, my uncle decided to go 
see the cadres and plead for permission to sell his orange grove—now 
reduced to a third of its original size after a sale made in 1947—in order 
to raise money for the rent. He talked about the contributions his fami- 


ly had made. He reminded them that he and his wife had been working 


for the Viet Minh for years, and several of his children were serving in 
the army. These were village cadres who knew him, so they listened 
with sympathy, and gave him the permission. At last, things seemed to 
be looking up. When he found a buyer who gave him a down payment 
of eight million piasters, he felt elated and thought there was light at 
the end of the tunnel. He took the money to the cadres right away, as 
proof of his good faith. He promised to come up with the remaining ten 
million piasters, and agreed to a deadline. 

But things turned sour again. When the buyer’s husband, a Viet 
Minh regiment commander, came back, he scotched the deal. As land 
reform was heating up, he was afraid to have anything to do with a 
landlord like my uncle. The wife demanded that Trinh return her down 
payment. Now, my uncle had two huge debts to repay-—to the cadres 
and to the buyer. Fortunately, the fire-sale price he had put on the 
orange grove attracted a group of merchants from a neighboring area, 
who snapped it up. My uncle paid the rest of the excessive rent. He felt 
relieved, but his troubles were far from over. He now had only three 
million piasters left to pay the previous buyer, five million less than he 
needed. In panic, my aunt set out on foot, traveling for five days, going 
from relative to relative in the Viet Minh zone, to borrow money. But 
no one had much to spare. She managed to bring back one ounce of gold, 
equivalent to half a million Viet Minh piasters. It was not enough. The 
woman pressed charges against my uncle. 

In the heated atmosphere at the time, my uncle found that his posi- 
tion in the Viet Minh and his family’s loyalty and contributions to the 
cause meant nothing. As a landlord, he had become an outcast. No one 
wanted, or dared, to help him. The regiment commander was deter- 
mined to get his money back, and pressed the cadres to arrest my uncle, 
saying, “Just throw him in jail. Force him to pay me back.” Soon a let- 
ter arrived, telling my uncle that unless he came up with the money by 
a certain date, he would go to prison. My uncle saw he had nowhere to 
turn. The night before he was due to go to jail, he gave in to despair. He 
dragged a water jar to the middle of the kitchen, climbed on it and put 
his head through a noose he had hung from the rafter. My aunt found 
him before he could kill himself. The next day, the Viet Minh came to 
take him away to a security police station hidden in the hills. The 
policemen there were sympathetic. They knew he had done a lot for the 
Viet Minh. They gave him enough to eat. During the day, they would 
let him sit on a chair in their office instead of locking him up in a cell. 

Back at home, the family was now so hungry that my aunt decided to 
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send five of the seven children—ranging in age from eight to eighteen— 
to live with an older sister, an aunt, and an uncle in the Viet Minh zone. 
They left on foot, two by two for company, mutual protection, and com- 
fort. The trip was arduous, taking them through forests and mountains. 
Along the way, one of the little girls drowned in a stream, but my uncle 
and his family would not find out about this until months later. 
Meanwhile, my aunt, now in her fifties, again left on foot to visit other 
relatives and beg them to help pay the debt and get my uncle out of jail. 
Finally, after several trips back and forth, she managed to put enough 
together, and after three months in prison, my uncle came home just 
before Tet. The family greeted the new year with nothing to eat, but 
they felt fortunate. At least my uncle was out of jail and they were 
together again. 

Harsh as they were, these blows directed at landlords like my uncle 
did not amount to a full-blown land reform. The peasants still did not 
have what they most wanted: their own land. At last, in December 
1953, the Communist Party launched land reform. The campaign would 
start in six pilot villages and then spread out to cover the entire Viet 
Minh zone. The purpose was not only to give land to the poor; it was 
also to destroy the power of the landlords and put the poor peasants in 
charge. 

A massive campaign ensued to build popular support. My brother- 
in-law Hau and all my cousins in the Viet Minh had to attend classes 
continuously. It was drummed into everyone that giving land to the 
poor would liberate them from decades of oppression, and that freeing 
the country from the French would not be enough as long as the major- 
ity of the people were not freed from exploitation. Those from poor 
backgrounds—not surprisingly—supported land reform, but even some 
people from more privileged backgrounds supported it, like my broth- 
er-in-law Hau and my uncle Trinh’s own children, because—in theo- 
ry—the idea of giving land to the poor peasants was laudable. Who 
could argue against bringing economic equality and social justice for 
those peasants who had suffered so much? Of course no one at the time 
could predict the ramifications that land reform would have, or guess at 
the violence it would unleash. Not everyone approved of land reform 
when it was launched, but those that opposed it did not dare express 
their reservations. 

As land reform began, outside cadres arrived in each of the pilot vil- 
lages to execute the new policy. Their mission went beyond forcing the 
landlords to share land. They were also ordered to carry out a purge of 
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village cadres. Up to now, anyone who wanted to fight the French had 
been welcome in the Viet Minh. In theory, only workers and poor peas- 
ants could become Communist Party members, but in the villages, the 
cadres in charge did not come from destitute backgrounds; many came 
from families of rich peasants or landlords. The Party now feared that 
because these cadres had ties to the landlords, they could not be trusted 
to carry out land reform with the firmness that it demanded. In fact, it 
was afraid that they might feel threatened by land reform and might sab- 
otage it. So, the Party ordered the outside cadres to undermine the vil- 
lage leadership and—ultimately—to purge it of people whose loyalty to 
communist policies was questionable. In their place, the outside cadres 
would install militant poor peasants who, because they benefited from 
the land reform, could be counted on not to reverse the changes that it 
brought and to support the party with zeal. In this new climate, class 
background, rather than patriotism or contributions to the war effort, 
would become the measure of a person’s worth within the Viet Minh. 
For land reform to be effective, the poor peasants had to become 
politically aware, as the communists put it, and take part in it con- 
sciously. They had to “own” it. The problem was that, after generations 
of being dominated by the landlords, they were too cowed to turn 
against them, and they were also afraid of the cadres running the village. 
The first thing the outside cadres had to do, then, was to motivate the 
peasants and dispel their fear and timidity. After they arrived in a vil- 
lage, they linked up with the poorest of the poor peasants. They moved 
into their hovels, lived and worked alongside them to win their trust. 
Once they had become accepted, they would draw out the peasants’ 
unhappiness over their wretched lives and their grievances against the 
landlords. Then, they told the poor that if they joined in the land 
reform, their problems would come to an end. By bringing the resent- 
ment of the poor to a fever pitch, they created a groundswell for land 
reform. Finally, together with the most militant of the peasants, they 
took over the village. They arrested landlords accused of having ruth- 
lessly exploited and oppressed the poor, and sealed their assets. They 
tried the landlords in a kangaroo court, carefully staged to make it look 
like it was the will of the people. About a dozen poor peasants who had 
suffered the most and who harbored the deepest hatred of the landlords 
were chosen and coached in advance to denounce them at this trial. 
While these peasants took turns denouncing the landlords in front of 
this tribunal, other poor peasants planted in the audience would shout 
“Down with the landlord!” to reinforce the atmosphere of hostility. If 
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the sentence was death, the landlords would be executed on the spot. If 
the sentence was imprisonment, they would be led away. The proper- 
ties of landlords found guilty of crimes—including land, houses, draft 
animals, and tools—would be seized and distributed among the most 
needy peasants. 

While land reform was unfolding in the test villages, the war with 
the French was about to turn decisively in the Viet Minh’s favor. The 
final, climactic battle of Dien Bien Phu got under way. To focus on this 
confrontation, the communist party temporarily halted the test phase of 
land reform in March 1954. Whatever the results of land reform in 
terms of social justice, it was a stunning success as propaganda. News 
about it boosted the morale of troops and civilians throughout the Viet 
Minh areas. The peasants, now more than ever, believed in the Viet 
Minh promise that they and their families would get land and power 
once the war was won. They responded with superhuman sacrifices in 
the struggle to bring the French to their knees at Dien Bien Phu. My sis- 
ter Thang saw the peasants in Thanh Hoa Province become energized 
and filled with ardor. Thousands of laborers left to carry rice and other 
supplies to Dien Bien Phu, filling the roads at night. Young able-bodied 
men in my brother-in-law Hau’s station left to join these laborers who 
trekked on foot across 400 kilometers to reach the front. The trip would 
take a month, and yet the difficulties did not deter them or dim their 
enthusiasm. Everyone, those that went and those that stayed, felt excit- 
ed, optimistic, and united in their determination to bring the war to 
victory. 

Toward the end of 1953, General Henri Navarre, the new French 
commander for Indochina, had stationed 13,000 troops and created a 
major garrison at Dien Bien Phu, a village located in a valley bordering 
Laos. Among the reasons he gave for this operation, the most important 
was that he would use Dien Bien Phu as bait. He planned to draw the 
Viet Minh main force into a large battle where he could smash them 
once and for all. Navarre deployed his forces in the valley floor, but did 
not take control of the surrounding high ground. This would leave his 
troops vulnerable to artillery fire from the hills above, but Navarre 
believed the Viet Minh did not have the heavy weapons that could rain 
destruction on his men. Even if they did, he reasoned, it would be 
impossible for them to move this equipment over rugged and mountain- 
ous terrain and put it in position to inflict damage. Napalm, bombing, 
and strafing would knock out whatever they could put in place. 

Back in France, the people were getting weary of the long war and 
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especially of the cost in money and lives. Pressure mounted on the gov- 
ernment to seek a negotiated settlement, especially because a crisis in 
Algeria was looming. There was indication that France would use the 
international conference to be held in Geneva in April 1954 to discuss 
Korea—where an armistice had taken effect—to try and negotiate an 
end to the war. For their own reasons, the Soviet Union and China 
wanted to settle the Vietnam issue. Both wished to project a peaceful 
image to enhance their worldwide position and influence. They pres- 
sured Ho Chi Minh to negotiate. Ho was afraid that unless the war came 
to an end, the United States might enter the fray. As the conference 
approached, the Viet Minh felt they had to deal the French a decisive 
military blow to drive a favorable bargain at Geneva. They decided to 
pick up Navarre’s gauntlet and to give him the climatic confrontation he 
wanted at Dien Bien Phu. 

Navarre had badly underestimated his enemy’s capacity and tenacity. 
It is true that Dien Bien Phu was a logistical headache for the Viet 
Minh, located hundreds of kilometers away from their main supply 
sources. The terrain of high mountains and thick jungles was formidable. 
But their determination to fight and win was fierce. In three months, 
General Giap moved 50,000 soldiers and tons of heavy equipment to 
the area around Dien Bien Phu. Over the course of the battle, close to a 
million workers—men and women—labored to carry food and ammuni- 
tion to the site, traveling on foot over steep and rugged terrain with 
heavy loads, through daily strafing and bombing. No one knows for sure 
how many were killed and wounded along the way. When the young 
men from my brother-in-law Hau’s station came back from their trip to 
carry supplies to the front, he was shocked to see that their faces had 
been partially burned by napalm. 

The laborers’ and soldiers’ heroic efforts have become part of the 
mythology of the resistance war. The most compelling image, along 
with that of young soldiers charging French positions, was of laborers 
pushing heavy artillery pieces up steep and slippery slopes inch by ter- 
rible inch, up and down the mountain sides and over the peaks, using 
nothing but ropes and their bare hands, clearing a path as they went. It 
was said that in one instance, when the heavy equipment was about to 
roll backward and crash in a ravine, a man threw himself down to block 
it, sacrificing his own body to save the precious artillery. 

Through these herculean efforts, the Viet Minh managed to put a 
ring of artillery around Dien Bien Phu. The weapons were well camou- 


flaged, protected by thick foliage, and defended by anti-aircraft guns. 
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Neither French artillery barrages nor air attacks could knock them out. 
After the Viet Minh took the two hillocks protecting the airfield—the 
only supply artery for the besieged fortress—and began to keep it under 
constant bombardment, the French positions were doomed. In despera- 
tion, France asked the United States to weigh in with air support to 
save Dien Bien Phu. The American military, after pondering the advan- 
tages and disadvantages of U.S. intervention, including the use of tacti- 
cal nuclear weapons, recommended against it. U.S. air support would 
not necessarily defeat the Viet Minh, the Pentagon concluded, and 
might lead to Soviet or more likely Chinese intervention, which in turn 
would necessitate sending in American ground troops. After the experi- 
ence in Korea, the specter of American boys fighting another Asian land 
war stirred no enthusiasm in Washington. 

Of the accounts about the agony of Dien Bien Phu that I happened to 
read, I remember most vividly the reports and pictures in Paris Match, 
France’s equivalent to Life magazine, though in a delayed fashion as the 
copies took a while to arrive in Hanoi. I was fascinated by a series of pic- 
tures showing a French officer trying to recruit volunteers from a small 
group of soldiers for an air drop into the besieged garrison as reinforce- 
ments. How could a man ask other men to jump into certain and useless 
death? I wondered. 

On May 1, the Viet Minh began their final assault, and on May 8, 
Dien Bien Phu fell. The success of the Viet Minh evoked ambiguous feel- 
ings in their countrymen. Even people in our middle-class milieu in 
Hanoi were proud that Vietnamese had defeated a much stronger foreign 
army. The Viet Minh’s determination, commitment, and courage 
impressed even the French. The colonial officials my father talked to in 
Hanoi were awed by their enemy's efforts in overcoming tremendous 
obstacles to win. During the Vietnam War, Americans in Saigon would 
express similar feelings of admiration for the Viet Cong, while bemoan- 
ing the lack of dedication on the part of their own Vietnamese allies. 

The Viet Minh had taken heavy casualties and paid a terrible price 
for their victory at Dien Bien Phu, but they had dealt a fatal blow to the 
French military ambition in Vietnam. General Navarre himself called 
for a cease-fire. In Hanoi, there was panic. The middle class knew that 
the French were not winning the war, but they had never expected the 
Viet Minh to break the stalemate. They were lulled into believing that 
the breathing space they enjoyed would last for a long time. Dien Bien 
Phu shattered this illusion. After their defeat, the French began to fall 


back toward Hanoi, abandoning one province after another. Even a 
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province as close as Nam Dinh, where I was born, was abandoned. 
Soon, the French controlled only Hanoi and Haiphong, and the route 
that linked the two cities. As the colonial forces withdrew, people who 
had thrown in their lot with the French fled in panic before the advanc- 
ing Viet Minh, afraid to stay and face retaliation. In Hanoi, the French 
themselves began to give up hope. Their pessimism spread to their 
Vietnamese allies, who began to lose faith in them. At night, I thought 
I heard the sound of gunfire of the approaching Viet Minh echoing in the 
stillness. We felt a sense of impending doom. 

Rumors began to fly in Hanoi that the French were about to negoti- 
ate with the Viet Minh, giving them all of Tonkin with the exception 
of Hanoi and Haiphong. Some wealthy people started to liquidate their 
assets and move south. By June, it became clear that France was going to 
forge a deal with the Viet Minh at Geneva. The Bao Dai government, 
angry that it had not been consulted, staged demonstrations to protest 
against the negotiation, but to no avail. On July 20, 1954, the Geneva 
Accords were signed. Hostilities would cease. Vietnam would be parti- 
tioned in half, with the Viet Minh taking over the north, down to the 
17th Parallel. The French would withdraw to the south. In two years, 
national elections would be held to reunify the country under the gov- 
ernment of either the north or the south. The French now had to admit 
that their policies had failed not only to win the war, but also to create 
a viable alternative to the Viet Minh. Emperor Bao Dai, the man they 
had chosen to lead, still had no credibility among the people. Pitted 
against Ho Chi Minh in the contest for popular allegiance, Bao Dai had 
proved to be no match. His government, a patchwork of political groups 
constantly squabbling among themselves for power, was still flounder- 
ing in corruption and incompetence. His army was not only small but 
also unmotivated, as pitiful a fighting force as ever. 

Neither the Viet Minh nor the Bao Dai’s party were happy with the 
Geneva settlement. The Viet Minh did not want to give up the south 
where they controlled a large chunk of territory. But they had to accept 
the terms under pressure from their Soviet and Chinese allies, and also 
to preempt direct intervention by the United States. They consoled 
themselves with the thought that, in two years’ time, their popularity 
as liberators would help them win the south back in the national elec- 
tions. The Bao Dai side was unhappy that the French had given away 
the north to the Viet Minh without so much as a by-your-leave, and 
refused to sign the declaration calling for the elections in 1956. 

The fall of Dien Bien Phu and the partition stunned my parents. Their 
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anxiety spread to all of us. There was a quiet but palpable fear in our 
home. My father was adamant that we would not stay in Hanoi. He was 
sure the Viet Minh would retaliate. He would be a dead man, and, as 
his relatives, we all would be persecuted. My parents had many grim 
discussions to which we crowded around and listened. Where would 
we go? We did not have the resources to move to France or any other 
country, and it was doubtful whether any would accept us as refugees. 
The only possible destination was Saigon. My father believed this 
would be only a temporary shelter, because he thought that in two years 
the Viet Minh would win the election and take over the south as well 
and we would have to flee again, but we had few options. The other 
nagging question was, What would we do for a living? No job was 
waiting for my father in Saigon, and other than a little cash and the 
pieces of jewelry my mother had, we had no savings. “We'll face that 
when the time comes,” my father said; “for now, let’s just go south.” I 
was then thirteen years of age, old enough to understand that we were 
staring calamity in the face. 

Five days after the accord was signed in Geneva, my father put us on 
a plane bound for Saigon, intending to rejoin us in May 1955 when he 
finished his job of transferring his office from Hanoi to Haiphong, and 
then from Haiphong to Saigon. My twenty- year- -old brother Luong had 
already gone south, drafted into the officer training school where he was 
undergoing basic training under French instructors. When Luong’s name 
came up just as the battle for Dien Bien Phu was reaching its climax, my 
father could have intervened to get him a deferment, but he felt it would 
be inappropriate. As someone who had spearheaded the mobilization of 
enlisted men earlier, he thought he should set an example by not trying 
to save his own son. If he had, it would have looked like he was taking 
part in the draft evasion. Luong’s officer class would be the last wave of 
youths to be dragged into the French effort to “Vietnamize” the war. 

Looking back, Luong would feel resentful over my father’s decision, 
which set him back for many years. The war was ending, and there was 
no need to make him interrupt his studies for a lost cause. My brother 
thought that my father’s scruples about the draft merely showed his 
indifference to his middle son. He compared his lot with that of his 
younger brother Tuan, and saw another instance of favoritism. While 
my parents ignored Luong, they doted on Tuan, their youngest and 
brightest son. Ever since a fortune-teller predicted that Tuan would 
enjoy great success and become a cabinet minister, my father started to 
nickname him “the minister” and put a lot of hope in him. When it 
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looked as if the French might lose in Tonkin, my father sent Tuan to 
Dalat, a mountain resort near Saigon, to study and to get him out of 
harm’s way. But he did not send Luong. So, when my father did nothing 
to keep him out of the army, Luong would resent the favoritism even 
more. Meanwhile, Xuong had left the favoritism behind for an indepen- 
dent life in the colonial army. Now, after Geneva, he told my parents he 
would take care of himself. My parents, always indifferent to Xuong, 
the black sheep of the family, and trusting in his resourcefulness, took 
his word for it and did not worry. Xuong would move to Saigon with 
the Regional Forces. 

During the few days before we left Hanoi for Saigon, we frantically 
tried to sell what we could in the open-air market that had sponta- 
neously sprung up, where people like us were trying to unload the 
belongings they could not take along and also to raise some much- 
needed cash for the move to the south. For a couple of days, U Mien, 
our trusted old maid, would carry furniture, dishes, old clothes, shoes, 
bedding, pots, and pans to sell at this market. We were now the only 
family U Mien had, having lost her husband to famine in 1945 and her 
only son to suicide. U Mien felt torn by the move; part of her wanted 
to go south with us, and part of her also wanted to stay and welcome 
the Viet Minh whom she supported. Finally, she decided to leave with 
us. My mother also tried to sell the house that we owned, but everyone 
knew the communists would not allow private ownership, so no one 
wanted to buy a house only to lose it later. In the end, my mother just 
abandoned it, but she left a message with her brother Dinh that Thang 
should try to collect the rent as long as she could to supplement her 
income, if and when she returned to Hanoi. My father thought Viet 
Minh agents might try to stop us if we did not move quickly, so we 
packed and departed in a headlong rush without saying good-bye to rel- 
atives and friends. When an aunt came to visit a few days later, she was 
shocked to find us gone and my father living all alone in the big, empty 
house. 

While we in Hanoi thought our world was crumbling around us, 
Thang and her Viet Minh colleagues exploded in celebration at the 
news of the victory at Dien Bien Phu. She would remember this as the 
most memorable moment of her life in the resistance. All around her, 
people burst out singing a song that had been composed just in case the 
Viet Minh won: “Our troops have liberated Dien Bien Phu . . . .” Nine 


years of fighting had left everyone In her area on the brink of exhaustion, 
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and so for them peace came just in time. They were elated and, for the 
first time in years, looked to the future with hope. With peace, priva- 
tions and hardships would end, and the stress and worries that went 
with the war would disappear. My sister immediately began making 
plans to return to Hanoi. She could hardly contain her excitement at the 
prospect of being reunited with her parents, brothers, and sisters. She 
only regretted that her husband, who had gone to the Soviet Union to 
get some technical training, was not there to share her joy. 

My father remained in Hanoi until two days before the Viet Minh 
arrived to take over in October 1954. He was still in charge of the 
finances of Tonkin while the government was winding down its busi- 
ness and moving to the south. No one was willing to take his place, so 
he felt it was his duty to stay behind. With many of its residents gone 
south, Hanoi became eerie. While the poor looked forward expectantly 
to Ho Chi Minh’s arrival, the middle class fell prey to uncertainty and 
anxiety. Security deteriorated, and middle-class families huddled in 
their homes, with their doors locked, fearful of crime and the future. At 
night, Vietnamese army deserters would break into houses and rob peo- 
ple at gunpoint. Their victims would bang on pots and pans to summon 
help, but the few policemen who were still around were too frightened 
to do anything. Alone at night, my father, listening to these clanking 
sounds of alarm, felt frightened too. 

The time finally came for him to move to Haiphong. This city was 
the last center of French control and would serve as the exit point for 
their troops from Tonkin. It was crowded with refugees awaiting pas- 
sage to the south, living in makeshift tents set up by the U.S. Naval Task 
Force, which had arrived for the evacuation. Most were from Catholic 
enclaves that had supported the French during the war. Among the 
naval personnel that arrived to move and care for the refugees, my father 
met Tom Dooley, the Catholic doctor who later on wrote a best-seller 
about his experience and spearheaded a controversial anticommunist cru- 
sade. In sending its ships to move the refugees south, the United States 
performed both a humanitarian service and an astute political maneuver, 
since the refugees provided a solid base of support for Ngo Dinh Diem, 
the American ally who had been appointed prime minister of what now 
became a noncommunist South Vietnam. 

Toward the end of April 1955, a few days before the Viet Minh 
were due to take over Haiphong, my father closed down his office for 
good and flew to Saigon. The last image that he would take with him 
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was the chaotic scene in Haiphong as French colonialism breathed its 
last in Tonkin. But mingled with this picture of the pitiful ending to 
almost eighty years of French rule were images that gave him hope: the 
face of a young American doctor and the towering hulls of U.S. Navy 
ships loaded with refugees bound for the south. He took the Americans’ 
presence as a reassuring sign that a new and much more powerful player 
had arrived on the scene to be Vietnam’s savior. 
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Sifting Through the Rubble 


One morning in July 1954, we 
piled into the black and squat 
Citroën with our suitcases, 
crammed with as many things as 
we could carry, said good-bye to 
our father, who would rejoin us in 
Saigon later, and rode to the air- 
port for the flight south. As our 
driver pulled out of the wrought- 
iron gate into the street, we turned 
around and took one last look at our 
home. We were sure that we 
would never come back. Once a 
communist government was in 
power in Hanoi, it would be unsafe 
for us to return, even for a visit. Sad 
as the parting was, none of us broke 
down and cried; we were too 
numbed by the sudden upheaval 


and too worried about how we 
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were going to survive as refugees in Saigon. We left so quickly that we 
did not arrange in advance for a permanent place to stay in the south. 
Through my father’s older sisters, who had moved to Saigon earlier, we 
got an invitation to spend our first night at the house of one of their 
acquaintances. 

I do not remember anything about that flight to Saigon in the dron- 
ing propeller plane. I was too airsick to pay attention. As we 
approached Saigon, I heard the other passengers exclaim about how 
beautiful the city looked at night from the air, illuminated by thousands 
of lights that shimmered like stars. Deposited by a vehicle in front of the 
Continental Hotel, with its terrace cafe that served as one of the favorite 
hangouts for the French downtown, we milled around on the sidewalk 
with our suitcases, tired and lost in a strange city, not knowing how to 
get to where we were supposed to go. A couple of Frenchmen looked at 
us and laughed, making sarcastic comments about our confusion. To 
them, we appeared like country bumpkins bewildered by the big city. I 
angrily stared at them, and they quieted down, ashamed of their cal- 
lousness. We flagged a taxi and asked the driver to take us to the 
address my mother had. His accent sounded strange, and we could not 
make out what he said, while ours baffled him. Finally, we straightened 
things out. Our host family was already asleep in their darkened villa. 
After a few moments’ hesitation, we rang the doorbell and banged on 
the gate, rousing them out of bed. They let us in and gave us reed mats, 
mosquito nets, and pillows. We wearily threw our suitcases down, 
spread the mats on the floor, strung up the mosquito nets, and quickly 
fell asleep. 

In the early morning hours, I heard the cries of vendors, different from 
the familiar ones in Hanoi. I could not tell what food they were selling. 
The gate clanked, and I saw a maid buy freshly baked French baguettes 
from a peddler who pulled them out from under some cloth in the bas- 
ket mounted on the back of his bicycle. At breakfast, the bread, still 
warm, was served spread with butter and sprinkled with sugar. This 
was my first introduction to the southern fondness for sweet things, one 
of the many differences between Saigon and Hanoi. My sisters and I ate 
ravenously, too hungry to bother with the customary decorum requiring 
women to “eat daintily like kittens.” While we were busy munching the 
bread, the couple’s oldest daughter asked us, “Why did you leave the 
north now that it’s become independent?” We looked up, surprised by 
the sympathy for the Viet Minh that was obvious in her question. My 


mother replied that we left because the Viet Minh were communists 
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and we did not want to live under their government, but the daughter 
disagreed with our view. She said that the Viet Minh were heroic peo- 
ple who had fought and made sacrifices to gain independence. Now that 
they had won liberty for half the land, we should have stayed to live as 
free people instead of going south, where we would have to continue to 
bow under the French. Although she did not pursue the subject, it was 
clear she did not approve of our decision to flee. This confrontation gave 
us the first clue that there were people in Saigon, even affluent ones, 

who harbored a deep sympathy for the Viet Minh. It came as a shock, 

because we had always thought that the south, ruled as a direct colony 
and as an integral part of France, was a bastion of French support. As it 
turned out, this young woman was a dedicated supporter of the Viet 
Minh who was about to follow through on her conviction. Shortly after 
we left her house, she gave up her comfortable life in Saigon and moved 
to Hanoi. 

The next day, we moved to the apartment of my father’s aunt, the one 
who had married the son of the last viceroy of Tonkin. This lady was 
then the matriarch of the clan, as my great-grandfather’s most senior sur- 
viving offspring and also as a member of the grandest family in the north, 
and she commanded respect and obedience. In her home, we had to be 
on our best behavior, using the most respectful language and gestures. 
No matter how we really felt, we had to look and act cheerful to show 
that we appreciated her hospitality, but the first night in her apartment, 
my emotions got the better of me. I broke down and cried, overcome by 
the upheaval of the past few days and by our unstable life as refugees. I 
wept quietly, trying not to disturb my great-aunt, yet she noticed my 
tears. Instead of being annoyed with me, she asked me kindly whether I 
was upset because I found her hospitality wanting. I shook my head. She 
pressed me, “Then, why are you crying?” I wanted to say, “I want to go 
home. I want things to be like they were. I want my past life back.” 
Instead, I just sobbed and did not say anything. Having lost her husband 
and two daughters in an airplane crash, she understood what it was like 
to suddenly have the ground cut out from under you. She looked at me, 
and I could see in her eyes that she knew how I felt. 

None of us was comfortable in my great-aunt’s home, so my mother 
got in touch with my father’s older sisters, the same two aunts who had 
taken us in when my family returned to Hanoi in 1947. They were stay- 
ing at the villa of an acquaintance on the outskirts of Saigon. The 
moment we heard they would give us shelter for a while, we packed up 
once again. Each of our moves was complicated by the fact that we had 
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to cope with my sister Mao. What she wanted to do was either to stay 
put, with a finger in each ear to block out the world so she could bet- 
ter hear the imaginary people she was conversing with—talking out 
loud and laughing with them—or to wander off on her own journey, 
away from us, following the voices that echoed in her brain. We had to 
stay close to her during the trip. 

The villa was a two-story building nestled in the middle of large old 
trees that shaded it from the sun—much harsher and hotter than in the 
north because of the proximity to the equator. Here we got our first 
glimpse of the southern countryside, with its rice fields and coconut 
trees swaying in the bright sunshine. Everything seemed to be on a larg- 
er scale. There was a feeling of space, of more land and more sky. There 
was also a feeling of languor in the countryside, of life slowed down in 
the fiercer tropical heat. In the south the peasants spoke in a dialect 
with gentler accents, rather than with the sharp and angular tones of 
northerners. They wore black instead of brown shirts and pants. They 
looked darker and shorter, the products of the ethnic mingling with 
Cambodians, who used to own the south until Vietnam annexed it in 
the eighteenth century. 

After the hectic and emotional departure from Hanoi and depressing 
initial arrival in Saigon, the peace of the villa and its surroundings was 
like a balm for our frayed psyches. We felt like we were on vacation. 
During the day, we roamed the novel countryside, in many ways remi- 
niscent of our homeland in the north, and yet so different. One of my 
cousins had a daughter my age, and she became my friend, interpreter 
with the peasants, and guide. Together we explored the groves full of 
exotic fruit trees such as mango, rambutan, and mangosteen. We took 
walks along the narrow paths between the rice fields with our arms out- 
stretched to keep our balance, luxuriating in the greenness that 
enveloped us. We looked for fish in the small canal that flowed on the 
edge of the property. When we got hungry, we would buy from vendors 
the typical sticky southern snacks—many of them flavored with coconut 
milk and coconut shreds—that were so new to my palate. At mealtimes, 
my family savored the wonderful southern cuisine that was much richer 
and more flavorful than the bland northern cooking. We feasted on the 
natural wealth of the south we had heard so much about, the fish, 
shrimp, vegetables, and fruit. To the people in the north, squeezed into 
the Red River Delta, living on the edge of hunger, at the mercy of flood- 
ing and drought, slaving to coax food out of the soil, the south had 
always appeared a tropical cornucopia, a flat, vast, and fertile land 
where rice fields stretched to the horizon and where fish swam in abun- 
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dance in the rivers and canals that crisscrossed the region. I, too, had 
shared this vision, and now I came close to living this fantasy. My only 
regret while at the villa was that it was a long way away from the Plain 
of Reeds, the most exotic region of the south. This swampy expanse in 
the monsoon season occupied the same place in the northern i imagination 
as the West did in pioneer days for Americans. We pictured it as a new 
frontier, where free spirits, malcontents, or people fleeing oppression 
could survive on the wild rice and fish that it harbored. 

This wonderful interlude did not last, because we had to move on. 
My mother planned to go to the mountain resort of Dalat where my 
father’s brother had retired. However, since my father was still com- 
muting from the north to visit us occasionally, my older aunt suggested 
that we remain in Saigon to give him a place to stay whenever he came 
to town. Housing had become extremely difficult to find, but our aunt 
referred us to an acquaintance who had rooms she was renting out to 
refugees. Our quarters turned out to be a garage, for which the 
owner—taking advantage of the tight market—extracted a large rent, 
in a small residence where we shared a bathroom and kitchen with two 
other families. After a few depressing months, my family found what 
we thought was going to be our permanent home, when my brother 
Xuong located a two-room house across from the army headquarters. 
We hurriedly moved in, after paying what to us was a large sum for a 
long-term lease. 

Compared with Hanoi—the serene, green, and beautiful little town 
that I loved—Saigon, sprawling out over a larger area and harboring ten 
times more people, looked like a bustling metropolis. It exuded an ener- 
gy that Hanoi did not have, but lacked the charm and sense of history 
that used to inspire Hanoi poets to write elegiac verses. Distances were 
greater, traffic was heavier and more noisy, the streets were more dusty, 
commerce was livelier, and life was more hectic. Saigon did have pleas- 
ant quarters—nice residential neighborhoods with large villas and the 
downtown section shaded with trees and lined with shops, cafes, 
hotels, restaurants, and imposing government buildings—but the rent in 
those areas was out of our reach. The downtown district was the most 
French and most elegant part of the city, and had earned Saigon the 
names of Pearl of the Orient and Paris of the East. When I toured this 
section for the first time in 1954, I was struck by its elegance and 
impressed with its expensive merchandise and establishments. Later, 
when I went to France, I realized that Saigon was a replica of a French 
provincial town transplanted to Asia. 

Our new house was near Cholon, the exotic and teeming Chinese 
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twin city of Saigon. It sat like a long and narrow cubicle, cheek by jowl 
with other similar nondescript buildings, in an alley. There was no front 
yard. From the alley, we could step right into the first room of the 
house. Beyond were a second room, the kitchen, bathroom, toilet, and a 
small yard. A concrete cistern, set against one side of the yard with a 
faucet jutting over it, gave us our water supply. My mother, my five sis- 
ters, two maids, and I crowded into this small space. I had been longing 
for our spacious home in Hanoi—and for our past lifestyle—since we set 
foot in Saigon. Now, realizing that I would have to put up with these 
barren surroundings for years to come depressed me and made me even 
more nostalgic. Instead of diminishing with the passage of time, my 
yearning for what I thought was my golden age would grow stronger, 
and my memory of the north would become more and more romanti- 
cized. Our house’s other disadvantage was its location, far from every- 
thing, including our school, which stood at the other end of Saigon near 
the riverfront. Without a car, the most economical and fastest mean of 
transportation for us was the cyclo may, the noisy motorized rickshaw 
spewing dense black smoke that poisoned the air. We began to take it 
back and forth to the school. My older sister Yen, my younger sister 
Loan, and I would squeeze into a cyclo may, and off we would go—in our 
school uniforms of white blouses and navy blue skirts, choking in the 
dust and exhaust, our hair flying in the wind as the driver sped his way 
through the traffic. When we arrived, we would extract ourselves, our 
bodies sore from the tight squeeze and the long ride, and our legs numb. 
What a change from the leisurely one-block walk to our school in Hanoi 
along a tree-shaded avenue! 

We discovered that the people of Saigon, far from welcoming us 
with open arms or at least with sympathy, resented us and the other 
refugees, of whom there were eventually close to one million. Some 
hated us for having abandoned the Viet Minh and fleed to the south 
clinging to the French; others saw us as carpetbaggers who were going 
to steal their jobs and their rice bowls, or who were going to drive up 
the price of everything and make life difficult for everyone. The French 
policy of divide and rule had worked very well among a large segment 
of the Saigon population. Instead of seeing us as compatriots, many peo- 
ple thought of us as aliens: They called themselves Vietnamese (nguoi 
Viet) while calling us Bac Ky, or northerners. On a bus one day, a man 
angrily shouted at me to go back to the north where I belonged, while 
the other riders looked on. No one felt any urge to come to the defense 
of a girl of thirteen. 
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My mother had chosen Saint Paul, a French convent school, for us. 
On our first day there, the students greeted us with resentful stares and 
curses. My sisters and I were the only northerners in the school then, 
and we huddled together to give each other comfort, surrounded by hos- 
tile pupils. There were moments when I thought the students might 
attack us. But then the bell rang, and we filed into our classrooms 
where—under the watchful eyes of the nuns in starched white habits— 
the students did not dare utter an unfriendly word. Some of the students 
who were most hostile in those initial days later on became my friends, 
but during the first years I spent at Saint Paul, I thought of myself as an 
outsider. It was only toward the end that I began to feel completely 
integrated. I refused to let the hostility and rejection crush me, howev- 
er. I set out to become one of the best students in the school and suc- 
ceeded, earning the grudging respect of my southern classmates. Our 
refugee experience had taught me that nothing in life was permanent— 
we could be riding high one moment and thrown into the dust the next. 
Now, my success at Saint Paul taught me that if I did not give up in the 
face of difficulties, I could move ahead again. 

Many northern refugees saw Ngo Dinh Diem as their protector in 
this tense situation. During the two years he spent at a Catholic semi- 
nary in the United States, Diem had met and impressed some influential 
people who became his supporters, including Cardinal Francis Spellman 
and Senator Mike Mansfield of the Foreign Relations Committee. Their 
backing, as well as the fact that Washington did not see another alter- 
native, made him America’s choice for leading South Vietnam. It was 
said that the prime minister's job was a position few people in their 
right mind wanted at the time. South Vietnam's economy, based mostly 
on agriculture, had been devastated by the war. Politically, the country 
was also in a state of chaos, with different groups that could challenge 
Diem for control. The Viet Minh continued to hold sway over large 
regions that had been their strongholds during the resistance. In addi- 
tion, the two major religious sects, the Buddhist Hoa Hao and the syn- 
chretistic Cao Dai, controlled sizable areas that they had run 
autonomously by consent of the French, who hoped that this would 
keep their allegiance against the Viet Minh. Led by their own religious 
leaders, these sects—with millions of adherents concentrated in the 
Mekong Delta—were a distinctive product of the south, where people 
less bound by traditional religion flocked to their millenarian message. 
Another group, a gangster organization called the Binh Xuyen, domi- 
nated Saigon and Cholon. The Binh Xuyen did not have as many 
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followers but were far richer. They controlled most of the commerce in 
Cholon and kept a stranglehold over prostitution, gambling, and the 
opium trade. Each of these three groups had their own private army, 
which the French had funded to encourage them to fight the Viet Minh. 
They were so powerful that no Bao Dai government could survive with- 
out their support. 

It was to this drained and chaotic South Vietnam that Diem returned 
in 1954. He had earned a reputation, mainly among the urban middle 
class and intellectuals, as a man of integrity when he refused to cooper- 
ate with the French and resigned his position as Minister of the Interior 
in 1933. His new appointment was greeted with guarded optimism in 
these circles, but did not generate much enthusiasm among the rest of 
the population. Diem seemed a lonely figure. He was a Catholic in a 
mostly Buddhist country, a man from the central region trying to govern 
a people dominated by southerners living in the Mekong Delta, and an 
expatriate without a large internal following. He was also a prime min- 
ister without an army to back his power. The chief of staff, a general 
with French citizenship, rejected his authority and openly flouted his 
orders. In this situation, Diem recognized that the northern refugees— 
most of whom were fellow Catholics from the fanatic anticommunist 
bastions of Tonkin—were his most reliable source of support, and he 
immediately moved to take care of them. With the financial help of the 
United States, he began the massive—and successful—job of resettling 
these Catholic refugees in areas outside of Saigon and in the central 
highlands. 

As the main source of support for Diem, the northern refugees, even 
non-Catholics like us, along with his compatriots from the central 
region, began to gain influence. Some of our relatives would later rise to 
prominence in the army and in the government. Vu Van Mau, the son- 
in-law of my clan matriarch and a lawyer trained in France, became for- 
eign minister. With so many people from the northern and central parts 
of the country in its ranks, the Diem regime increasingly took on the look 
of a carpetbagger government, and the population in the south grew to 
dislike it more and more. 

Although the backing of the refugees was important, it would not 
have kept Diem in power if the Americans had not thrown their support 
behind him. After the Korean War, the United States believed that it 
had to hold the line in South Vietnam to keep communism from expand- 
ing in Asia. To Washington, the Viet Minh were not nationalists but 
communist proxies for the Soviet Union and China. Convinced that 
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Diem was the hope for keeping the Viet Minh at bay, President 
Eisenhower did what it took to prop him up. This marked the begin- 
ning of American efforts to sustain one unpopular regime after another 
with economic and military assistance—and eventually with ground 
troops—in an effort to defeat what the United States viewed as inter- 
national communist expansion. The leaders that Washington backed 
were usually not men who had earned their spurs from years of dedica- 
tion and arduous service to their country, but politicians or military offi- 
cers with little or no credibility and without broad popular appeal. 
Once in power, they squandered their chance to win the allegiance of 
the people by their incompetence, venality, or both. 

With American aid so critical for survival, the mere threat of its ter- 
mination was enough to make Emperor Bao Dai toe the line. Anxious to 
keep Diem in power, Washington made clear that it would cut off assis- 
tance if the renegade chief of staff—who was scheming to get rid of 
Diem—was not dismissed from office. Emperor Bao Dai, who had 
moved to the French Riviera where he spent his time gambling in the 
casinos and sailing his yacht, hurriedly fired the general and ordered him 
to France. With the army now under his control, Diem turned his atten- 
tion to the religious sects and the gangster organization Binh Xuyen. He 
first broke up their alliance by promising to give them positions in his 
government and to integrate their troops wholesale into the national 
army, and by offering outright bribes. The policy paid off, and in January 
1955 sect commanders began rallying to the government, bringing their 
units with them. By the time the sects and the Binh Xuyen realized they 
were cutting their own throats and decided to join forces again, it was 
too late. Against unfavorable odds, and against the Americans’ advice, 
Diem decided to take them head-on. Fortunately for him, the French 
had ended their subsidies to these private armies, and these units—num- 
bering close to 40,000—were beginning to fall apart. 

The Binh Xuyen made money by running opium dens and brothels, 
including one said to be the largest in Asia. But their most lucrative 
source of income was the infamous Dai The Gioi, or Great World gam- 
bling casino, in Cholon. The name evoked the image of a glitzy estab- 
lishment, so one day my mother, out of curiosity and also out of fondness 
for games of chance acquired since her marriage, decided to go see for 
herself. Curious, I asked to go along to check it out, and since my moth- 
er thought it was a respectable place she took me with her. The Great 
World sat behind high walls on a huge lot at the edge of town. We fol- 


lowed the patrons through one of two gates and then crossed a bare 
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earth courtyard to reach one of about fifty buildings with tin roofs, set 
on a concrete floor. The buildings held over 200 gaming tables, made of 
wooden planks painted with numbers or characters. There was a sepa- 
rate structure reserved for the more well-heeled gamblers, set in the 
back. We did not expect to see a casino like Monte Carlo, but were dis- 
appointed to find a ramshackle and depressing place, thronged with 
people who looked like they could not afford to lose the little money 
they had. I could not figure out the games—some Western, some 
Chinese—nor could I understand the Chinese that the dealers were 
speaking among themselves. After my mother tried her luck unsuccess- 
fully at the roulette table, we wandered around for a while, feeling lost 
in a rather alien milieu, and then left. Later I learned that a French jour- 
nalist had described the Great World, run by Chinese from Macao, as 
a mass-production gambling hell, and that suicides were frequent among 
the poor gamblers, when they saw no way out of their crushing debts or 
when they realized that with their money gone they could no longer 
feed their families. Diem chose to attack the Binh Xuyen first; because 
of their unsavory activities, he had the solid backing of the people for 
this move. Everyone at the time wanted to see these lingering evils of 
the colonial era ended once and for all. When Diem banned opium sales 
and smoking, and had the confiscated pipes burned in a bonfire in the 
square in front of the largest market, the people of Saigon cheered. 

Our alley was almost right in front of the command center of Diem’s 
army, and not far from the Y Bridge where the Binh Xuyen had set up 
their own headquarters. We knew we would be caught in the middle 
of any fighting, so when rumors began to fly that the two sides were 
ready for a military showdown, my mother moved us to a cousin's house. 
The first attack took place at the end of March, after Diem ousted the 
Binh Xuyen police chief. But the French stopped the fighting and 
arranged a truce—to save their Binh Xuyen allies, according to rumors. 
The cease-fire was fragile, however, and the situation remained tense. 
Every time we heard talks of an imminent attack, we would pack up and 
go to our cousin’s. After a few such false alarms and fruitless trips to 
avoid the fighting that failed to take place, my mother decided not to 
pay any more attention to the rumors. My father, who had finally joined 
us for good, felt things had calmed down enough for him to leave us by 
ourselves and fly to Dalat to visit his oldest brother. When fighting 
finally erupted on April 28, 1955, we were right in the middle of it. 

That day, after the Binh Xuyen shelled his palace, Diem’s army drove 


them toward Cholon, toward our area of town. It was right after lunch, 
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Portrait of Duong Lam, 
Mai Elliott's great- 
grandfather, reproduced 


; Diro‘ng-Lam 
from Van Dan Bao Giam vi pie 
magazine, 1920. Van-Hé 


Duong Lam’s tomb (after repairs) (circa 1996). 
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Hung Hoa Citadel, which Duong Lam defended against Chinese and Vietnamese bandits 
in 1889. This Vietnamese drawing depicts a battle at the citadel in 1884 between French 
forces and Chinese Black Flag bandits. 


Portrait of Duong Tu 
Phan, Mai’s grandfa- 
ther (circa 1923). 


Portrait of Tran Tue Nam, Mai’s 
grandmother (circa 1923). 


Mai’s father and mother, with her father’s parents, his brothers and sisters, and nephews 
and nieces, in photo taken at Duong Tu Phan’s official residence. Mai’s grandfather and 


grandmother are in the last row, standing in the middle. Her mother is in the second to 
last row, standing right below her grandfather. Mai’s father is in the second row, third 
from right. (Circa 1923). 


Trinh Thi Hue’s (Mai’s maternal grand- 
mother) shop on Hang Gai street in 
Hanoi, now replaced by newer structure 
(with grille). Photo taken in 1993. 


Duong Thieu Chi, Mai’s father, 
wearing his ivory mandarin 
insignia, early in his career as a 
mandarin. Photo taken in the 


1930s. 


Mai’s father and mother at the Haiphong airport, welcoming Prime Minister Nguyen Van 
Xuan and his French wife. Mai’s father is in the second row, holding his hat. Prime 
Minister Xuan is the man in the trench coat, first row, far right. His French wife is the 
lady in the middle, holding bouquet of flowers. Mai’s mother is in the second row, far 
right, behind Prime Minister Xuan. (Circa 1948-49). 
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Mai and members of her famıly at the mayor's official residence in Haiphong. In the first 
row, starting from the left: sister Loan, Uncle Tuong, Mai, and sister Binh. In the second 
row, first, second and third from the left: sister Phu, mother, and father. (Circa 1950). 


Mai’s brother Luong, photo taken in the 1950s. 


Mai'’s sister Phu in hill tribe costume, 
Hanoi 1950. 


Mai and sister Yen, Saigon 


circa 1960. 
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Mai’s brother Giu in France, 1952. 


Mai, seated third from right, graduation day, Saint Paul School, Saigon, 1960. 


Mai, dressed for fashion show, the evening she met David 
Elliott, December 1961. 


Mai, far right, at JFK's White House garden reception for foreign students, 
with her friends My Luong, far left, and Huong Mai, in the middle. (Circa 


1961). 


Mai, with bouffant hairdo, and David Elliott at their wedding banquet, Saigon, March 
1964. 


Mai working at the Rand office in Saigon. (Circa 1965). 


David Elliott, with rented Citroen, in Saigon. (Circa 1966). 


Mai, waiting for a helicopter 
ride at Can Tho Airport, after 
completing interviews with Viet 
Cong prisoners and defectors in 
this city. (Circa 1965). (Note 
South Vietnamese soldiers in the 
background with skull and cross- 


bones insignia) ; 


Mai’s uncle Trinh, with Ho Chi Minh, and the mandarin Vi Van Dinh, at the Lien Viet 
National Congress, in Chiem Hoa, in 1951. Trinh is in the front row, seated, far left. Ho 


is in the front row, seated, third from left. Vi Van Dinh is standing in the last row, third 
from left. 


Mai'’s father, in Saigon, in the Mai’s mother, Nguyen Nhat An, in 
1960s. Saigon, in the 1960s. 


Mai and David Elliott, with her family in front of her parents’ house in Saigon, Tet 1966. 
First row: niece Lily. Second row: father, first from left; Mai, second from left; sister 
Tuyet, third from left. Mai’s mother is in the second row, far right. David is in the last 
row, first from left. 


Mai's father and niece Trinh, on the deck of the USS Hancock, after being evacuated by 
helicopter from Saigon in April 1975, during Operation Frequent Wind. (Official photo, 
Operation Frequent Wind, U.S. Marines). 


Mais sister Thang, North Vietnam 1974. 


Ma's brother-in-law Hau, in photo taken in 1993, standing in front of map of Cu Chi 
tunnel, near Saigon. Mai is standing in the middle, between Hong, the wife of her 


nephew Lap, and Hau. 


Mai’s cousin Luc, in front of display of 
the kind of rifle he obtained after partici- 
pating in border campaign of 1950. Photo 
taken at Military Museum in Hanoi in 


1993. 


Mai’s nephew-in-law Nam and his wife Lan (Mai’s niece), Australia 


1982. 


Peasants in Van Dinh, whose families still remember Mais great-grandfather Duong Lam. 
Photo taken in 1993. 


SE 


Mai, in front of her grandfather Duong Tu Phan’s tomb, after it underwent repairs. Photo 
taken in 1993. 
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and my mother and sisters were taking a siesta. I was reviewing my 
lessons and getting ready to go back to school for the second round of 
classes. In the quiet afternoon, with our shutters and doors closed to 
keep out the suffocating heat, we did not realize that the fighting was 
spreading our way. Suddenly, my brother Luong rushed in with a rifle 
slung on his shoulder. He told us that fighting had broken out and that 
he had hitched a ride home from the military academy the moment he 
got the news. Our neighborhood was now ringed with government 
troops, he said. He had managed to get through only because he was in 
uniform. We were stunned, but it was too late to leave—our area had 
been cordoned off. We sat in the shuttered house, straining our ears to 
hear the first bursts of gunfire. Then, from the small inner courtyard sep- 
arating our two rooms from the kitchen and bathroom in the back, we 
saw smoke drifting over the rooftop. We rushed out into the alley to 
find neighbors all peering anxiously in the direction of the fire, which 
had been set by the Binh Xuyen to sow panic among the people. My 
brother said, “We must leave to get away from the fighting, and also in 
case the fire spreads here.” The conflagration still seemed far away, but 
we fled anyway, leaving behind most of our money and all the jewelry 
that my mother had brought from Hanoi. At the last moment, as we 
rushed out the door, I grabbed my school satchel full of books and home- 
work—rescuing what I instinctively recognized to be my best hope for 
the future. 

The closest relative, an uncle, lived about two miles from our house, 
so we headed in that direction on foot. We did not see any Binh Xuyen, 
but Diem’s soldiers were crouched behind trees, with fingers on the 
triggers, ready to open fire. Luong was with us, so the troops did not 
stop us or force us to go back to our house. We felt terribly exposed and 
expected shooting to break out at any moment. We were about to turn 
down one street when we came face to face with a group of foreign 
reporters. They stared at us without speaking. To them, we were just 
part of the story: refugees on the run. I looked at one journalist—a 
Frenchman, it turned out—and something in my eyes must have prompt- 
ed him to raise his hand to stop us. “Don’t go that way,” he said, 
“they're fighting over there!” We silently made a detour to get to our 
uncle’s house. 

The fire raged for hours before burning itself out. The next day, 
Luong came back from a trip to our neighborhood with the news that 
our house and everything in it had been incinerated. He took Binh and 
me back with him through the military cordon to look through the 
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rubble and salvage what we could. When we arrived, the destruction 
shocked us. Buildings on both sides of our alley had been reduced to 
piles of charred debris. The only thing left standing in our former home 
was the concrete water tank. Everything we owned was gone, includ- 
ing the irreplaceable mementoes of our life in the north: family pictures, 
documents, and souvenirs. Staring at the ruins, I felt devastated. I real- 
ized I had just lost everything, my past, present, and future. It was the 
lowest emotional point of my life. 

We stood in the hot sun, looking at the mounds of burned wood, 
bricks, and tiles. Finding valuables in these debris with our bare hands 
seemed impossible, like looking for a needle in a haystack, but we had 
to try, because anything we could salvage would be of help to our fam- 
ily. My mother had kept all her valuables in an armoire in a corner of the 
inner room, so we decided to start there first, figuring out approxi- 
mately where that corner would have been. We removed each piece of 
debris carefully, looking for diamonds, jade, and gold. As we worked 
under the hot sun, sweating profusely, and getting filthier every minute 
from the soot, we prayed that no looters or renegade soldiers would 
arrive to hurt us or take whatever we found. 

I was the first to locate something, a gold pendant underneath some 
bricks and tiles. This gave us hope that there was more to be found, and 
we felt a new surge of energy. We worked our way outward from the 
corner. My sister spied some melted gold, and after hours of more hard 
work, we discovered two diamond earrings. Late in the afternoon, we 
called it quits and left, our bodies aching from the back-breaking work 
but feeling happy that our efforts had not been fruitless. When we got 
back and showed our mother the little we had found, she was heart- 
broken. She had not owned a lot of valuable jewelry, but what she had 
represented her life savings and had been intended to keep us going for 
a while. The news of my mother’s loss started making the rounds among 
our relatives, and got inflated with each retelling to the pomt that the 
few pieces of lost jewelry turned into a huge bowlful of diamonds. 

Of course, we were not the only family to suffer. The destruction 
turned out to be widespread, and thousands of homes and shops had 
burned down during the fighting. As for civilian casualties, no one knew 
the exact figure, but one estimate—probably on the low side—put the 
number at 500 killed and 1000 wounded. The Binh Xuyen headquarters 
was blown to pieces by mortar and artillery fire, and Bay Vien and what 
was left of his gang were driven out of the city. 

When Í returned to school a few days later, the headmistress proud- 
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ly presented me with the equivalent of 1000 piasters—about $30—in 
small bills, which the school had collected from the students for us. My 
pride was deeply hurt. I did not want any money from people who had 
rejected me and my sisters, and I did not think that we had sunk to the 
point that we had to depend on their charity to survive. I politely but 
firmly refused to take the money. The headmistress insisted, so I had to 
accept it, but I felt very ashamed, as if I were a beggar receiving alms 
from people who despised me. 

Two days after the fighting, my father caught a flight from Dalat to 
Saigon to look for us. As the plane circled over the city, he saw the 
extent of the calamity and told himself there was no way we could have 
escaped from it alive. From the airport, he took a taxi to my uncle's and 
was surprised to find us all there. My sister Binh’s fiancé at this point 
had a little house near the racetrack, and he let us use it until we could 
find other accommodations. The house had neither electricity nor run- 
ning water, and was so small that it felt like a cell with the nine of us, 
plus two maids and a cousin, jammed within its walls. Our cousin Bieu, 
a son of my uncle Trinh’s, had fled from the turmoil of land reform and 
made his way to Haiphong to find my father and follow him south. Now 
my parents had one more teenager to feed, clothe, and educate. Bieu had 
left the north only because he could no longer stand the privations, and 
not because he hated or opposed the communists. In spite of what they 
had done to his family, his allegiance to the Hanoi government did not 
flag. We tired of his defense of the Viet Minh and used to wonder why 
he did not just return to the north and live under a regime he thought so 
wonderful. 

After a few weeks, my father moved us to another house, located on 
a large and leafy street, which turned out to be a villa belonging to 
Empress Nam Phuong. Relatives of hers had occupied it, but had left. It 
now stood half-empty. We were allowed to live on the ground floor, 
while the upper floor, still full of the owner’s furniture, was closed off. 
Suddenly we found ourselves living in comfort again, with electricity, 
running water, Western-style toilets, and separate servants’ quarters. 
My father was now working in the Finance Ministry. Because of the 
dedication he had shown in the north—working until the last moment 
when Haiphong was handed over to the Viet Minh—the finance minis- 
ter had rewarded him with the use of the villa and the position of man- 
ager of the accounting section. This was a step down for my father, but 
he was grateful to find employment. Diem and his brothers, on whom 
the prime minister relied heavily to run the country, did not trust 
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people like my father who had occupied important positions in the 
north, suspecting them of belonging secretly to the Dai Viet Party that 
had run Tonkin. Still tenuous in his position, Diem was afraid that this 
party would regroup in the south and pose a challenge to his authority. 
When Nguyen Huu Tri, the former governor of Tonkin and a leader of 
the Dai Viet Party, suddenly died after his arrival in Saigon, rumors cir- 
culated that Diem’s agents—or the agents of his Machiavellian brother 
Nhu—had shot Tri the moment he stepped off the plane at the airport. 
Tri’s own family privately confirmed the rumors later, and this was the 
first inkling we had of the shape of things to come. My father, like other 
prominent northern officials, was relegated to an inferior and innocuous 
job that would not give him a power base. In my father’s case, this sus- 
picion was groundless. Not a joiner by nature, he had never belonged to 
any of the many parties that clogged the political scene, despising them 
as xoi thit, or “rice and meat,” parties—that is, people who were con- 
cerned only with their own personal self-interests. 

With my father working again and with a home of our own, some 
stability began to return to my family’s life—but not for long. After 
eliminating the Binh Xuyen, Diem smashed the resistance of the other 
two religious sects, then turned to the next step in his plan to gain com- 
plete control over South Vietnam—which was to remove Bao Dai. The 
emperor gave him an opening by trying to fire Diem. In response, Diem 
and his brother Nhu instigated a movement to depose him and to set up 
a Republic of South Vietnam with Diem as its first president. Bao Dai 
offered an easy target, because of his personal conduct and the corrup- 
tion of his government, and also because he had no support. To legit- 
imize their plan, Diem and Nhu held a referendum in October 1955. 
Even without rigging the election, Diem probably would have landed a 
decisive victory, but the urge to claim a mandate was irresistible. Diem 
took 98 percent of the vote; according to reports, there were more bal- 
lots cast than registered voters. Before the balloting, propaganda against 
Bao Dai went into full swing, with marches to denounce the emperor 
and burn him in effigy. Newspapers, controlled by the government, 
trumpeted the venality of the emperor and his officials. Some of these 
former officials—including the ex-mayor of Saigon, who had long since 
retired—were arrested and thrown in jail on charges of corruption. In 
this atmosphere, even if people had any residual sympathy for Bao Dai, 
they did not dare to show it. 

Like other government employees, my father was forced to campaign 


for Diem in the neighborhood near his office, going from block to block 
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for the first time in his life like a lowly foot soldier. This canvassing 
brought home to him how far he had fallen from his position in the 
north, and he felt even more humiliated that he had to be part of the 
push for the referendum—which he considered a sham and a disloyal act 
toward the emperor—just to keep his job. For my father, who remained 
a Confucian at heart, loyalty was very important, especially the loyalty 
ofa subject to his king. On election day, voters were given two ballots: 
one with the picture of Diem, and the other with the picture of 
Emperor Bao Dai. My father took along a sheet of paper and cast a blank 
ballot. The referendum left him with a lasting distaste for Diem and his 
regime. 

With Bao Dai defeated, the government began seizing his assets and 
those of his relatives, including the villa where we were staying. We 
had to move once again, for the last time, to a little house a few blocks 
away, where my parents lived until 1975. Our new home was located 
in. an alley, in the middle of a long block of similar houses that were 
attached to one another like a series of cubicles. Across stood another 
row of similar structures. The area was reclaimed swampy land; part of 
the swamp still existed where the buildings stopped. Directly behind 
the row across from ours was a workers’ slum, where people lived in 
huts on stilts built over the swamp itself. Our house consisted of two 
rooms, a small courtyard with a water cistern, a kitchen, a squat toilet, 
and a bathroom—a typical Saigon pho chet, or attached one-story home. 
To give us a little more space, my parents added a loft with a small win- 
dow. The loft, located right under the tile roof, became sweltering in 
the afternoon under the merciless sun. A hot-water heater and Western- 
style toilet were added many years later. I and my sisters Yen and Loan 
slept in the front room downstairs, which served as living room and din- 
ing room during the day. Our bed was right next to the dining table and 
chairs, and a credenza on which sat a radio and a record player. That 
was all the furniture that could fit in the little room. My father, moth- 
er, and youngest sister Tuyet occupied the room in the back, while my 
brother Luong and cousin Bieu had the loft upstairs. U Mien, her assis- 
tant Chi Sau, and my sister Mao slept on a bed and a cot in the kitchen. 
When I saw the house again in 1993 after a twenty-year absence, I 
could not believe that so many of us had managed to live in these tiny 
quarters for so long without tearing each other to pieces. 

As the president of a newly created republic, Diem now set out to 
give the country the outward trappings of democracy. In fact, this was 
just window-dressing to placate the Americans, who thought democracy 
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would be the right antidote against communism. There was a new con- 
stitution, but it gave Diem enormous powers. There was a National 
Assembly, but it was only a rubber stamp. Nor was there a meaningful 
political opposition. To gather power in his own hands and in the hands 
of his family, the president began to reorganize the country, turning it 
into his and his relatives’ private fiefdom. All power, civilian and mili- 
tary, flowed from him and his family—a group of arrogant men who 
firmly believed that they had almost a divine right to rule the country 
for its own good. Central Vietnam was put under the unofficial control 
of Diem’s younger brother Can, while his other brother Nhu served as 
an assistant president, crushing any opposition to the regime through his 
secret police and intelligence networks. Throughout Diem’s rule, Nhu 
was the most feared person in the whole country. While the president 
was an ascetic, Nhu was an opium addict, and it was said in Saigon that 
he got his destructive ideas under the influence of the “brown fairy.” To 
help run the country, Diem and his brothers created their own political 
party, the Can Lao, which came to dominate the government and the 
army. 

Knowing that whoever controlled the army would hold real power, 
Diem did not want to appoint a military chief of staff. Although he 
finally gave in to American pressure, he played it safe by appointing Le 
Van Ty, a cautious, unimaginative, and pliant former captain in the 
French army. While the general was a nice man—my youngest sister 
Tuyet later married his only son—he was an ineffectual military com- 
mander. Ty’s only accomplishment as chief of staff was that he did not 
make any enemies. The generals who finally deposed Diem viewed him 
affectionately as a benevolent but befuddled older brother, and spared 
him after their coup d’état. Even with the obedient Ty in charge, Diem 
was still paranoid about military treachery, so he staffed the army with 
senior officers loyal to him and his family and set up a complicated struc- 
ture to dilute the power of the field commanders who had troops at 
their disposal. Yet all these measures failed to save the president in the 
end. 

Against American advice, Diem pressured the French to speed up the 
withdrawal of their forces, even before his army had become strong 
enough to fight the invasion from the North that American experts were 
predicting. By April 1956, all French troops were gone and the French 
high command was abolished. South Vietnam was now completely 
independent and appeared to be back on its feet-—with the sects elimi- 
nated, refugees resettled, physical damage of war under repair, land put 
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back in cultivation, economy reviving with the influx of U.S. aid, and a 
stable and seemingly strong government in charge. Diem felt so secure, 
in fact, that he refused to hold the 1956 national elections called for by 
Geneva. Despite this, North Vietnam, distracted by its efforts to 
rebuild its shattered economy and receiving no backing from the Soviet 
Union and China, did not retaliate by invading the South, as the 
Americans had feared. If this had happened, Diem’s army would have 
been unable to cope with the attacks and America would have had to 
weigh in with air and naval support. Diem’s successful challenge of the 
North, and the progress he had accomplished in the South, made him 
very popular with the Americans. When he made a triumphant visit to 
the United States in early 1957, he was hailed as a hero by the 
Eisenhower administration, Congress, and the press. 

Encouraged by Diem’s leadership and success, America now poured 
money into the country to make him even more secure, politically, eco- 
nomically, and militarily. South Vietnam became the leading recipient 
of U.S. aid in Southeast Asia. My father at this time had joined the 
Finance Ministry's foreign aid section. In his new capacity, he began 
working with members of the American economic mission, called the 
U.S. Operations Mission (USOM). He spoke little English—now dis- 
placing French as the language one had to know to succeed—but the 
Americans either spoke some French or brought along their Vietnamese 
interpreters, so he was able to communicate. He began to attend tea par- 
ties and receptions at USOM, and got on famously with his American 
counterparts, whom he found straightforward and well-meaning. He 
had dealt with Americans from time to time before in the north, so he 
did not find them hard to adjust to. The fact that the Americans were 
here as allies, and not as colonial masters, made his relationship with 
them more comfortable. Also, in his mid-level position, he was now just 
a cog in the government machine like thousands of other employees, and 
no longer a visible and influential ofticial—someone who could be crit- 
icized as a “tool of imperialism” or “puppet.” The stigma was gone. 
Later, when the Vietnam War became destructive and the U.S. military 
presence overwhelming, cooperation with the Americans would be con- 
demned by a large segment of the population, but by then, my father had 
retired from the government. 

Since the Americans now had the key to power in South Vietnam, 
cultivating them became important for the ambitious. For us, however, 
the relatively small group of Americans in Saigon remained distant. 


Except for my father’s official dealings with the few USOM represen- 
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tatives, my family, like most Vietnamese at this time, had no contact 
with these Americans. They lived apart in their own houses or apart- 
ment blocks and socialized among themselves. 

Nevertheless, the rising influence of Americans was visible every- 
where. They were reorganizing the government and training adminis- 
trators to staff them, bringing goods into Vietnam to improve the stan- 
dard of living, building roads and bridges, and creating an army in their 
own image. Their objective was ambitious. They wanted not only to 
build a government with a powerful army but also to create a society 
with a strong middle class as its core to fight communism. Of all the 
U.S. aid programs, the economic one was the most ingenious. It funded 
Vietnamese government expenditures while at the same time building 
up a middle class of civil servants, military officers, businessmen, and 
landowners, and supplying consumer goods to raise their standard of liv- 
ing. The aim was to make life so comfortable for this middle class—the 
most likely source of support for Diem—that they would resist commu- 
nist appeals and stay loyal to him. 

Consumer products had become scarce during the long years of war. 
With peace and stability restored and life returning to normal, people 
now wanted to buy things they had deferred, especially since American 
aid was putting more money in their pockets. With so much cash chas- 
ing so few goods, runaway inflation was a real danger. In stepped the 
American aid mission with a commodities import program that neatly 
solved this potential problem. The United States made dollars available 
to the government, which in turn sold them to importers at a rate that 
was almost a third of what the dollar was fetching on the international 
foreign exchange market. The goods brought in were, in essence, subsi- 
dized by American taxpayers. The government put the piasters it got 
from selling the dollars, as well as the duties it collected on the import- 
ed products, into a special fund to finance expenditures. So, in one 
stroke, the Americans gave us plenty of goods to buy, paid for our high- 
er standard of living, averted inflation, and financed the lion’s share of 
our national expenditures. Since the government, with its bloated 
bureaucracy and growing army, was the largest employer in the country, 
absorbing one out of every eight able-bodied males—mostly into the 
military—the Americans were in fact feeding and clothing many middle- 
class families, including my own. Being Saigon’s main provider of rev- 
enue gave the Americans enormous power over the national budget. 
They had the final say on how the special fund could be spent. The run- 
ning joke in Saigon was that unless ong My, or the Americans, “nodded 
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their heads in approval,” nothing could be done in South Vietnam. 

Getting an import permit was like getting a license to print money. 
With it, an importer could buy goods at a third of their real value and 
resell them at a sizable profit. Or he could choose not to bother with 
the business himself and simply resell his permit for a hefty sum to a 
trader——usually a Chinese merchant—who in turn would do the 
importing. Such an enormous source of profit naturally brought out the 
greed in people, and there was a mad scramble to obtain import licens- 
es among the middle class. Of course, only those who had the right 
political connections, were Diem loyalists, or contributed to Diem’s 
party could get them. The importers, both real and phony, would 
become part of the nouveau riche in Saigon. Since the program was 
designed to create an artificial high standard of living among the urban 
middle class, most of the commodities that were brought in were con- 
sumer goods, even luxury ones, instead of agricultural or industrial 
equipment that would have stimulated real economic development. In 
fact, the flood of imports heavily damaged the few small industries that 
were still sputtering along. By far, textiles dominated the imports, and 
Saigon’s main streets would become lined with shops selling luxury fab- 
rics. My brother Luong’s future mother-in-law was one of the people 
who got rich from importing textiles. Later she set up a small factory 
making aluminum utensils and bought a coffee plantation, becoming even 
richer in an economy fueled by American war spending. 

While it was boosting the South Vietnamese economy, the United 
States was also building up an army to resist an invasion from North 
Vietnam. The frontal attacks envisaged in such a conventional invasion 
did not take place, however, and the army built to defend against them 
would find itself ill-suited for the guerrilla war that would later plague 
the South. For any army to function effectively, it needs to have a good 
officer corps, and in this respect the Vietnamese force was seriously 
lacking. American advisors had been appalled by the caliber of many of 
the senior officers they met, men who had started their military careers 
in the French period, during which they had served as subalterns with- 
out command authority. This had bred in them a reluctance to take 
charge and a desk-bound mentality. Having worked for foreign interests 
against their own people, some also displayed a remarkable lack of what 
the Americans called “a national feeling.” The advisors also complained 
that they tended to be aloof from their men, disinterested in going on 
operations and sharing hardships with those they commanded, and 
prone to corruption, political intrigues, and influence peddling. To 
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correct this weakness, the Americans started sending senior officers to 
the United States for training. But once there, these officers seemed 
more interested in shopping, sightseeing, and socializing than in learn- 
ing how to properly command an army. Other officers learned well but 
did not apply their training when they returned, shrugging off the 
American way as inapplicable to Vietnam. 

A number of junior officers were also selected for training in 
America. In 1956, my brother Luong, who had graduated from the Thu 
Duc military academy and was working in the logistics branch, left for 
a one-year course at the Aberdeen Proving Ground in Maryland. He 
learned how to maintain military vehicles, mainly cars and trucks, 
although this training did not seem to fit his job in Vietnam as manager 
of a weapons maintenance center. The organization and discipline of the 
U.S. Army impressed him and his three Vietnamese colleagues. The 
moment they arrived, they received their daily schedule for the whole 
year, which was then followed to the letter. Classes were well orga- 
nized and supported with manuals——a novelty for my brother. At Thu 
Duc, there had been no written materials to go with the courses. 

Luong loved his stay in the United States, and enjoyed the treatment 
he got everywhere. Even the local chamber of commerce honored him 
and his colleagues with a special dinner. At that time, the American 
people still believed wholeheartedly in upholding the United States as 
a shining beacon of freedom and democracy for the undeveloped world 
in the competition against communism. The hospitality my brother 
enjoyed was genuine, but also was a deliberate effort to win hearts and 
minds for the Free World. Luong believed that an unspoken objective 
of the trip was to expose him and his colleagues to the American way of 
life and democracy. In this, he thought the Americans succeeded, as he 
left deeply impressed with the United States. America got no tangible 
return from its investment in his technical training, because Luong 
switched to the military justice department shortly after his return, but 
got a public relations boost as my brother began to praise its system to 
relatives and friends. 

Thanks to massive American aid, instead of floundering in Saigon as 
we had feared before leaving Hanoi, my father and other members of my 
family found steady jobs, and we started to rebuild our lives. My older 
sister Yen was with the American Military Assistance Advisory Group. 
This was plum employment, as working for the Americans paid much 
more handsomely than any Vietnamese private or government office. 
Like Luong, my brother Xuong had been integrated into the new South 
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Vietnamese army where he held the rank of captain. My sister Phu’s hus- 
band worked as an engineer in the Public Works Ministry, while Binh’s 
husband, an agricultural engineer trained in France and England, had a 
job at the U.S. aid mission. Even my parents’ dream of an overseas edu- 
cation for their favorite sons, Giu and Tuan, remained possible. Before 
leaving Hanoi, my parents thought that they would have to recall Giu 
from his studies in France for lack of money, but he managed to find a 
series of French scholarships that allowed him to pursue his education. 
Meanwhile, Tuan, who had found a French scholarship of his own, had 
left for Paris. After our life stabilized, my parents’ main preoccupation 
was my sister Thang, who remained in the North. For a while, we 
could communicate with her via an officially formatted postcard. But 
after the war broke out again, even this came to an end. Contacts 
between the two sides of the conflict brought suspicion, so we stopped 
writing. Tuan in Paris became the conduit of news, passing to us infor- 
mation he got from Thang, who had moved to Hanoi, or letting her 
know what was happening in Saigon. 

We lived frugally. A large portion of my father’s salary went to pay- 
ing for food and other basic expenses, and after our tuition at the con- 
vent school there was little discretionary income left. Once in a while, 
a large expense would crop up unexpectedly, and my parents would 
appeal to Tuan. My brother could not bring himself to say no, even 
though he was barely surviving on his scholarship. Tuan would borrow 
money from his professor, a compassionate and wealthy English scien- 
tist, and send it home without telling us where he had gotten it. My 
parents just assumed that the money came from savings he had managed 
to set aside from his scholarship. 

With such a tight budget, a lot of things remained beyond our reach. 
We did not own an automobile, and usually just window-shopped the 
stores brimming with colorful fabrics and other consumer goods, such as 
18-karat-gold Omega or Bulova watches from Switzerland, which had 
become a big status symbol for many middle-class families. My 
wardrobe consisted of two ao dai, or long tunics, that I wore for school, 
since the nuns now allowed older students like me to abandon the white 
blouse and navy blue skirt for our traditional costume. Yet although we 
had enough to eat and a roof over our head, and could pursue our educa- 
tion at a good private school, my sisters and I at times resented our 
poverty and the occasional money crises, and failed to appreciate that 
this was one of the most peaceful periods of our lives. The countryside 
was secure, and we could travel without fear of ambushes or mines in 


the roads. We went on vacation every summer to the seashore or to the 
mountains, although our holidays were on the cheap. We stayed at gov- 
ernment guest houses and brought along our own maid to cook our meals, 
or descended on our relatives. We traveled by train to the seaside town 
of Nha Trang with its whispering pines and white sand beaches, rode 
the bus to the mountain resort of Dalat with its lakes and waterfalls; or 
took the road to Blao with its hills dotted with tea bushes, located on 
the edge of the jungle in the central highlands, the region that would 
later on witness some of the bloodiest battles of the Vietnam War. 

The trips gave us a chance to escape from our crowded. house. 
Another form of escape was the movies. Occasionally, when he had won 
big at a mah-jongg game—his favorite pastime—my father would give 
us a generous sum of money to go to the cinema and to buy ice cream after 
the show. Then we would hail a taxi and ride grandly to a decent the- 
ater, sit in comfortable seats in the balcony, and then go to an ice cream 
parlor afterward. More often, we would get a smaller allowance from 
my mother, which meant getting the cheapest seats in a cheap cinema, 
and coming home without any treats. At this time, American films were 
displacing French movies. For the sake of the audience, few of whom 
could understand English, they were dubbed in French and carried 
Vietnamese subtitles. J fell in love with them. My taste was indiscrim- 
inate. I liked tragic stories that would make me cry, but I also enjoyed 
comedies and westerns. My favorite films were old ones like Autant en 
emporte le vent (Gone With the Wind,) as well as newer ones, like Tant qu'il y 
aura des hommes (From Here to Eternity,) and A l'Est d'Eden (East of Eden.) I also 
enjoyed Danny Kaye comedies, Westerns, and Doris Day movies—such 
as Annie, Get Your Gun—because they were unfailingly cheerful and had a 
lot of singing. I devoured Ciné Revue, a movie magazine, and wrote to fan 
clubs to obtain movie stars’ pictures. Once in a while, I hit the jackpot, 
and photos would arrive, bearing the autographs of the stars, delighting 
me with the delusion that far away in glittering Hollywood, on the 
other side of the world, these famous actors and actresses had personal- 
ly responded to my admiration. 

As I got older, I started to have a crush on some of the American 
actors who appeared much more glamorous than the boys around me. In 
some ways, they were also more real. I had seen them in films so many 
times I felt like I knew them. The boys populating my world, on the 
other hand, were only figures moving facelessly in the background. 
Dating was an unknown custom then, and I was attending a school for 
girls only, so I had no chance to meet any boys, much less get to know 
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them or fall in love. I had also had experiences that made leery of the 
men around me. From the time I reached fifteen, I started to draw 
unwanted attention. Girls my age—virgins beginning to awaken sexu- 
ally—fascinated many men. How many got harassed is difficult to deter- 
mine; girls who got victimized usually kept quiet because they felt 
ashamed and afraid of causing a scandal, which would harm their repu- 
tation. The most upsetting incident occurred when a relative tried to 
lure me into his room while we were vacationing at his house. Another 
time, a neighbor approached me and attempted to seduce me with the 
promise that he would marry me as his second wife. Both of these 
advances from people I knew left me livid with rage but also scared and 
ashamed. Because of this feeling of shame, and also because of Confucian 
prudishness that made sex, or anything approaching it, a taboo subject 
with my parents, I did not tell them about these incidents. So, I confid- 
ed to my brother Luong. He became my protector. He discreetly inter- 
vened on my behalf with both of these men. Since he was a lieutenant 
and had access to firearms, his words inspired fear. The harassment 
never happened again, but, aware of my vulnerability, I decided to keep 
my distance—physically and psychologically—from men in general. 
Dreaming about the stars gave me a harmless and safe outlet for my ado- 
lescent longing. 

Instead of abating with the passage of time, my fascination with 
things American grew. Like the rest of my compatriots, I started to 
think of America as paradise on earth: a country where people led fabu- 
lously rich and happy lives in beautiful homes, and where everyone 
could afford a car and a plethora of appliances that made daily routines 
convenient. The wealth of the United States boggled our minds, and we 
began to refer to big spenders as “people who throw money out the win- 
dow like Americans.” Hollywood movies reinforced this perception of 
America as the land of material comfort. So did the U.S. Information 
Agency, whose mission was to impress underdeveloped countries with 
American success. I would go to the USIA office, located in downtown 
Saigon, and spend hours reading its magazines. 

Besides the movies, I also began to develop a fondness for American 
pop music. On his return from a second trip to the United States, where 
he had served as interpreter for a group of newly graduated officers who 
were touring America for three months, my brother Luong had brought 
back a stack of singles. I would listen raptly to songs like “Too Young” 
by Nat King Cole, “April Love” and “Writing Love Letters in the Sand” 
by Pat Boone, and “Diana” by Paul Anka. There were also singles by 
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Elvis Presley, The Platters, and even a record of cowboy songs such as 
“Cool Water.” I liked them all. I would play the records over and over 
again, to the annoyance of my parents, who thought the music was 
dreadful, so I could make out the lyrics. No one else in my family liked 
the music as much as I did, not even Luong, who preferred French bal- 
lads like “La vie en rose” and “Un jour tu verras.” 

The simplicity of our life in Saigon had its positive side. Being 
thrown together in the tiny house allowed me to become closer to my 
father for the first time in my life. Living in two rooms instead of in a 
large villa, we bumped into one another all the time. Face-to-face 
encounters and interaction, rare in Hanoi, now became routine. I had the 
chance to see him and talk to him more often. Instead of eating separately 
with my mother and brother, my father started to share meals with us 
girls. It was while sitting around the dining table that we talked the 
most. I discovered that far from being the distant, intimidating, and 
stern man that I had thought—the typical authority figure of a patriarch 
in a traditional family like mine—my father was really a very warm and 
charming person. I found out that he was also a great raconteur, with a 
wonderful sense of humor. He would entertain us with stories about 
himself, his parents, and grandparents, and would tease my mother with 
funny stories about her. These mealtime conversations sparked my inter- 
est in my own roots, and led me to suggest to my father that he write 
our family’s story. When he demurred, I made a mental note to do it 
myself one day. In the north, I used to do things out of fear, to avoid get- 
ting my father angry and bringing down the punishment that everyone 
said would surely come from him. Now I did things out of affection for 
him and to make him happy. 

My father’s much less exalted government position also allowed him 
to see his family more often. Now his job did not take up as much of his 
day, and as he lacked the power he used to have in the north, the social 
callers and the invitations to functions practically disappeared. His mis- 
tress, whom he had evacuated from Hanoi and installed in a small farm 
near Saigon, was also commanding less of his time. By now, the honeyed 
voice that once had held him spellbound was gone, and his attraction to 
her had vanished. Instead of an accomplished singer who beguiled him 
with her art, my father had on his hands a matronly harpy whose iras- 
cible company made every visit a chore. Yet my father’s sense of duty and 
loyalty applied even to his extramarital affairs, and he remained 
attached to her until she died. 

My parents coped remarkably well with their loss of social status. I 
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rarely saw my father lose his temper, and I did not hear my mother com- 
plain more often than she did in the north. The perks that used to come 
with my father’s position were only a memory. Instead of having an offi- 
cial car and driver at his disposal, my father now had to find a cab or a 
cyclo to get back and forth from his office. Sometimes, when he had to 
wait in the heat and sun for a long time, he would come home exhaust- 
ed, and would have to lie down for a short rest. He was in his late 
fifties, and seemed more frail. The ulcer that he had developed after our 
move to Saigon became more severe and gave him more pain, but he 
refused to see a doctor, afraid that cancer would be diagnosed. The fear 
that he would die of this horrible disease, like his grandfather, father, 
and younger brother, obsessed him. 

Whereas our clan name, the Duong of Van Dinh, commanded respect 
and instant recognition in the north, it meant nothing to people in the 
south. Our lack of social and political standing had a silver lining, how- 
ever. Relatives and acquaintances no longer besieged my father with 
requests for jobs, loans, or other favors. Enemies were also fewer, and 
my father no longer had to worry about backstabbing and intrigues 
against him. Relatives who used to bad-mouth us behind our backs out 
of jealousy, or who used to complain that my parents did not do enough 
for them, now became nicer and less demanding. Our new life turned 
out to be, in some ways, easier for my mother, who had more time for 
herself with fewer children to worry about and without a large staff of 
servants to run. She could visit more often with close relatives, the thing 
she liked doing the most. Nor did she have to attend receptions and 
other official functions, which she had always considered a chore. 

In Hanoi, the wives of other officials used to call on my mother to 
talk about the big social events and to gossip about the intrigues and 
escapades of the rich and powerful. In Saigon, we were completely out 
of the social loop, but this did not mean that we did not hear stories. 
The rumor mill at this time was churning with unflattering anecdotes 
about Diem and his family. People told these with a lot of relish, vent- 
ing their resentment against a regime that had become entrenched and 
repressive. Passing along damaging stories was their only means for get- 
ting back at the government. They did this cautiously, however, for 
secret policemen were said to be everywhere. No one would talk freely 
to people they did not know, in case they might get reported. Of Diem’s 
family, people hated Madame Nhu the most because she was arrogant 
and brazen, had a sharp tongue, and showed no respect for anyone—the 
opposite of the gracious and modest woman we idealized in our culture. 
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By this time, the goodwill Diem had earned during his first few years in 
office was evaporating. His family’s repression, paranoia, and abuses of 
power and the corruption and oppression of his government had alien- 
ated even the middle class, which had benefited from his regime. 
Underneath its tranquil surface, South Vietnamese society began to feel 
a sense of unease. 

For me as well, there was a deepening crisis beneath the calm exte- 
rior. I was reaching adolescence, and my life, which before I had found 
merely unpleasant, now seemed downright oppressive and intolerable. I 
often felt depressed, angry, and frustrated. My new state of mind puz- 
zled and confused me. I was raised to be obedient, polite, pleasant—if 
not cheerful—in the presence of my parents, not to argue with them 
even when they were wrong, and always to feel grateful to them for hav- 
ing given me life and taken good care of me. But now, I often felt angry 
toward my parents for reasons I could not explain, and found it hard to 
be compliant and pleasant all the time. Once in a while, I would even 
argue with my mother, although I did this very politely. If I talked back 
more than once, however, she would get mad at me and tell me that I 
was insolent and lacked filial piety. I never dared argue with my father, 
because this would have been too serious an infraction to even contem- 
plate. Having to suppress my emotions so much only deepened my 
depression and frustration. 

When things got really bad, I could not do what an American 
teenager would have done—go to my room and shut the door—because 
I did not have a room of my own. There was no corner of the house 
where I could be alone, no yard or garden for me to escape to. I felt so 
oppressed I longed to break free and get away. I began to have two 
recurring nightmares. In one, I was standing in a narrow room, and sud- 
denly the four walls would begin to close in and crush me. In the other, 
I was lying in a crib with bars and holding a balloon, and suddenly the 
balloon would begin to inflate and to suffocate me. 1 would wake up 
with my heart pounding and my chest heaving. In my crisis, I sought 
solace in religion. After years at convent schools, I had become a 
Catholic in spirit, attracted by the Church's teachings about God, 
redemption, and eternal bliss. But I was also drawn by the Latin mass, 
which I had frequently attended at school, with its elaborate rituals. 
The miracle of the Eucharist, the mysterious language, the Gregorian 
chants, and the incense made me feel as if I had been transported into a 
divine presence and was communing with God Himself. Buddhism, 


which I had not studied but had simply absorbed at home, had become 


less appealing to me because it offered no redemption or eternal bliss but 
only escape and oblivion, and also because I found its teaching of with- 
drawal from the world to escape the cycle of reincarnations too passive. 
Before classes started at school each day, I would go to the Carmelite 
cloister across the street and kneel in prayer in the cool, silent chapel— 
to shut out the world and all its troubles, and to give myself hope that 
God would hear my voice and deliver me. 

Living with my mentally ill sister Mao added to my unhappiness. 
This arrangement had not bothered me before, but now I felt it was one 
more cross for me to bear. At least I was no longer deadly afraid of her 
and her outbursts. As I grew older, I had realized that she in fact was 
afraid of me. The incident in Haiphong had turned me, in her confused 
mind, into someone who had power over her. After our move to Saigon, 
I still felt sympathy for Mao, and I would once in a while talk with her 
and share my Ciné Revue magazine, which she enjoyed as much as I did. 
Sometimes, I would just sit with her, look at her, and mourn her trans- 
formation from a beautiful and bright girl into a wreck of a person. But 
now, after years of dealing with her, burnout started to set in. Like the 
rest of my family, I paid less and less attention to her, leaving her care 
entirely in the hands of U Mien. Despite my best intentions, I resented 
having to live with her. I hated it when nosy neighbors peered inside 
our house to get a glimpse of her. And I hated it when she escaped and 
we had to look for her and lead her back to the house, with the 
inevitable gaggle of neighbors following behind as if they were watch- 
ing a freak show. 

I knew the only way for me to escape from all this was to go overseas 
to study. America would be my first choice. Failing that, France would 
do nicely, But how would I get there? My parents certainly could not 
afford to send me. Even if they could, however, they would not have 
done it, because they wanted to marry me off. Having so many daugh- 
ters, one of my parents’ main worries had always been to find husbands 
for us all. And for each of us, they only had one ideal window of oppor- 
tunity: when we were between seventeen and twenty. After that, we 
would be seen as too old. My three older sisters had gotten married 
before they were twenty, before finishing high school. Age was a press- 
ing concern, but also the fear that some whiff of impropriety—possible 
in an age when contact between boys and girls was getting more and 
more frequent, and more and more casual—might torpedo our marriage 
prospects. So, as I was finishing high school, I contemplated my future 
and felt very uneasy. I definitely did not want to get married, because 
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when I looked around me, I saw how unhappy a lot of women were. 
And yet no matter how dreadful their marriages became, these women 
had no choice but to stay with their husbands because, without any pro- 
fessional skills, they could not get a job and survive on their own. I made 
up my mind that I would not put myself in a situation of such depen- 
dency. 

When matchmakers began paying visits, I got nervous. Marriages 
were then still arranged through the intermediary of friends or relatives 
who enjoyed playing the role of cupids. The first step toward a marriage 
was the xem mat, or “looking over ritual.” The matchmaker—always a 
woman—would bring the prospective bridegroom to our house so he 
could take a look at me. After the usual greetings, my mother would call 
out, “Mai, please bring us some tea!” This was the signal for me to 
appear, dressed in the better of my two long tunics—my mother had 
seen to this. In the kitchen, I would take my time making tea—which I 
was horrible at—delaying it as long as I could. Impatient, my mother 
would call out again, “Mai, is the tea ready?” Tarrying any longer would 
make my mother angry, so I would carry my tea tray into the front room, 
with my eyes downcast, feeling very self-conscious, all the more so since 
I knew my tea was either too weak or too strong. To keep me in the 
room longer so the young man could get a good look, the matchmaker 
would seize one of my arms, and ask me questions. While the young man 
studied me, I had to keep my eyes downcast, so that the only part of him 
I saw was his shoes. After about five minutes or so, the matchmaker 
would release my arm and I would flee. I remember one time I saw two 
pair of shoes dangling from the chair, an inch or so off the ground. I felt 
relieved because I knew a young man so short would never propose mar- 
riage to someone as tall as I was. 

Girls usually did not mind being xem mat, and actually felt flattered 
by the attention. If there was no xem mat, a girl would be considered e 
chong——“unsalable”—and no one wanted to end up with that reputation. 
The more often a girl got looked over, the better her prospects would 
become. I, on the other hand, would have loved to avoid the xem mat alto- 
gether, and felt relieved when no marriage proposal came forth. I had 
several things going against me: I was too tall for most Vietnamese men, 
and I was considered too smart. I had passed the first French baccalau- 
reate degree with honors, and was about to take the second part. At this 
time, many men, and especially their mothers, did not like girls who 
were well educated, believing that they tended to be arrogant, demand- 
ing, and not submissive. Men did not want to be overshadowed by their 
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wives, either physically or intellectually, so my prospects quickly dis- 
appeared. Also, I was not as attractive as my older sisters, all famous for 
their beauty. There were no boys I wanted to impress, so I made no 
effort to look alluring. I dressed plainly. I wore no makeup. My permed 
hair just sat on my head like a mass of ringlets. While my sister Yen 
would spend half an hour each morning fixing her hair, I would just run 
a comb through mine and be out the door. The prospective bridegrooms 
who came to look at me expecting to find a beauty must have left quite 
disappointed. 

One day in 1960, I saw an announcement in a newspaper about an 
American scholarship. The U.S. economic mission was recruiting stu- 
dents about to finish high school to send to American colleges, as part 
of something called the Leadership Training Program. I immediately 
applied for this scholarship, along with about 500 other high school 
students, competing for the fifteen slots in the program. To my sur- 
prise—and my parents’ dismay—I won one of the scholarships. My par- 
ents tried to talk me out of leaving, but my mind had been firmly made 
up, and since there were no marriage prospects for me anyway, they 
decided to let me go. 

Before our departure, the aid mission put me and the other scholar- 
ship students in an intensive three-month English-language training. I 
was the only girl enrolled in one of the classes. At first, I felt shy and 
awkward being thrown in the same room with boys my age, but I dis- 
covered that they posed no threat and that being with them did not 
automatically bring emotional or sexual entanglement. They came from 
family backgrounds similar to mine, and I found them rather educated, 
friendly, funny, and very well behaved: Not once did they say or do any- 
thing that I would consider improper. Like me, they focused their atten- 
tion and energy on the training, trying to learn as much as possible to 
ease their adjustment in America. 

Our teacher, an energetic and matronly woman from New York, 
worked us like a drill sergeant. We slaved to imitate her heavy accent, 
trying to swallow the “t” sound in words like “bottle.” Her English was 
nasal, but to me it sounded genuine, much better than the French- 
accented English I had learned in my convent school. The texts she used 
looked more up to date, quite different from the “Living English” lessons 
in my school that were full of archaic expressions like “mind your p’s and 
q's” and “it rains cats and dogs.” After three months, we got ready to go 
to America. In my college application I had chosen political science as 
my major, hoping it would open the door to a career as a diplomat in the 
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Foreign Affairs Ministry that would allow me to travel the world and 
learn about other cultures. Frankly, I did not expect the aid mission to 
respect my wish. I thought surely it would make me major in something 
more practical and useful for Vietnam, such as engineering. But to my 
surprise, just before we left Saigon, I learned that I had been enrolled in 
the School of Foreign Service at Georgetown University in 
Washington, D.C. I could already see myself as a diplomat residing in 
Paris, London, Rome, or Washington. My dream was coming true. 

My friends and teachers did not share my enthusiasm for an American 
college education, and told me I was making a bad mistake. I should go 
to France—still the center of civilization in the world—instead of 
wasting my time in America, a cultural desert in their opinion. I just 
brushed aside their concerns and doubts. My parents, too, were 
depressed about my departure. A fortunecteller had told them that I 
would marry a foreigner, and they feared that I would marry an 
American and not come back to them. The prospect of finally getting 
away, going to the land of my dreams, and pursuing the education I 
wanted made me steel myself against their obvious dejection. 
Nevertheless, I began to feel sad at the prospect of being separated from 
my family for several years. The day I left in 1960, I asked my family not 
to go to the airport and see me off, because I knew it would make it very 
hard for me, but of course they did not listen. We all wept when we 
said goodbye, and my sisters hung on to my arm, reluctant to let me go. 
I finally wrenched myself free, half ran toward the airplane, climbed the 
stairs quickly, and entered the cabin without looking back. I found my 
cheerful Leadership Training Program colleagues already boisterously 
settling in their seats. In their company, my anxiety gave way to excite- 
ment. When the plane took off, we looked at each other and smiled. I 
was nineteen years of age, sailing to a strange land halfway around the 
world, my pulse racing in anticipation of a great adventure. 
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The New Mecca 


Honolulu was my first stop on 
American soil. Or more precisely, 
the Honolulu airport. I did not see 
anything terribly exotic. I had read 
about Hawaii, so I expected to see 
hula dancers in grass skirts and bras 
made out of coconut husks when I 
stepped off the plane; instead, I 
spotted only a few people in loud 
Hawaiian shirts and a couple of 
tourists with leis around their 
necks. But my disappointment last- 
ed only a few seconds. I was glad to 
just walk on firm ground and get 
some fresh air. My head was grog- 
gy from the motion sickness pills I 
had been taking. Suddenly I saw a 
gorgeous blonde who looked like a 
familiar movie actress. Star-struck, 


I rushed over and breathlessly asked 
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her in my hesitant English, “Are you Kim Novak?” She suppressed her 
surprise, laughed, and—guessing that a long answer in English would 
be difficult for me to decipher—said simply, “No. I’m not.” I wished we 
could stay longer, but we had to file back onto the plane for the flight 
to San Francisco and then to our final destination, Washington, D.C. 
San Francisco was everything I had dreamed it to be, like a mirage on 
the shore of the shimmering bay. We walked up and down the hills and 
gawked. The buildings, the bridges—everything looked awesome to 
me, accustomed as I was to the smaller scale of Vietnam. 

Washington, in the heat and humidity of summer, did not appear 
romantic like San Francisco. With its marble buildings, large monu- 
ments, and broad boulevards, it seemed more austere and formal. The 
architecture, though French, was different from that of the nineteenth- 
century colonial structures I had seen in Vietnam, and so did not look 
familiar to me. The overall design, with the broad boulevards and many 
vond-points, or traffic circles, had an echo, but the size of everything 
dwarfed what the French had erected in my homeland. My group of 
exchange students, four girls and eleven boys, took up residence in a 
vacated dormitory of American University. We would go through an 
orientation session before scattering to the colleges where the 
Leadership Training Program had enrolled us. For the first time, I had a 
room to myself. For the first time also, I was on my own, without par- 
ents and siblings at my elbow, and I luxuriated in my private space and 
my freedom. I was in the constant company of the boys in my group, but 
without the social opprobrium hanging over our daily interaction, nei- 
ther I nor they found the situation awkward. Besides, I had gotten to 
know many of them in my English class in Saigon, and had become 
friends with them. 

In those initial days, I did not feel homesick or lonely. My group gave 
me the company I needed: I had friends to laugh with and talk to in my 
native tongue. Together, we set out to explore our new bewildering 
environment, putting our brains and our inadequate knowledge of 
English together to figure out how to do the simplest things. If we made 
a mistake, we would chuckle at our gaffe. Even getting a drink from a 
fountain was baffling, until we figured out that we had to step on a 
pedal to make the water spurt out. In the cafeteria, we did not know 
what to order. “Hot dogs” mystified us when we saw them listed on the 
menu for the first time. We asked one another in jest, “Do you suppose 
that people here also eat dog meat like peasants in the Red River Delta?” 
But no matter what I got from the menu, I found it unappetizing. I was 
not unused to Western cuisine; the badly cooked cafeteria dishes, how- 
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ever, tasted quite different from the French food I had eaten in Vietnam. 
I could not force myself to eat the first two days, and lived mostly on 
fresh fruit and milk, which I sweetened with a lot of sugar to make it 
taste more like the condensed milk I] used to have back home. After that, 
I adjusted to the fare, and found even the hot dogs palatable. 

For our orientation, we attended lectures about life in the United 
States. But it was information overload. There was so much coming at 
us—new images, new sensations, and new facts—that we found it hard 
to digest and sort out everything. One day, we were taken to Capitol 
Hill to see democracy in action. We sat in the visitors’ gallery and 
looked down at a half-empty Senate chamber, and listened to an endless 
series of speeches that we did not understand. A few of the senators 
looked like they were dozing off, and the one presiding over the session 
seemed as bored as we were. Our visit to the Capitol left us bemused; 
we told each other that there must be more to democracy than that. 

At the end of orientation, we scattered to colleges like Notre Dame, 
Purdue, and Fordham, among others. I was the only one in the group 
enrolled at Georgetown. The School of Foreign Service was an anomaly 
at this all-male university. It had begun admitting women—grudging- 
ly—in the forties. At the time I arrived, there were about 150 of us out 
of a student body of about goo. Many of the girls were enrolled in the 
Institute of Languages and Linguistics, one of the three parts of the 
school, to become teachers or, in the case of those dreaming of wider 
horizons, simultaneous translators at the United Nations. Those that 
were in the School of Foreign Service proper were getting trained for a 
career that offered them few opportunities. The State Department 
recruited mostly men to serve in its diplomatic ranks. 

Because the administration was reluctant to let female students live 
in close proximity with the boys, about seventy of us were housed in the 
Meridian Hill Hotel for women on Sixteenth Street, three miles from 
campus. There, under the watchful eyes of four prefects, we occupied 
the entire seventh floor. The rest of the residents at the hotel, as far as I 
could make out, were elderly ladies or single women. I shared a small 
room with a homely and bespectacled girl from Illinois, with a beaked 
nose, thin and compressed lips, and eyes that seemed to protrude behind 
her glasses. At night, when she put on her hair rollers, and padded 
around in slippers and a bathrobe, she looked like an old woman. We 
each had a bed and a dresser with drawers. There was a toilet and a 
sink, but we had to trek down a long hallway to use the communal 
showers. 

My roommate was quiet and shy. She had as much trouble as I had in 
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making friends. It was the first time she had been away from home and 
from the Midwest, and she hated every minute of it. She felt terribly 
homesick and cried a lot. Having me as a roommate made things worse 
for her. She could not really talk to me about her problems. My English 
was poor, and my understanding of American culture and society even 
poorer, so I could not fully grasp what she was trying to tell me. She 
did not last the semester, and packed up and returned home in a matter 
of weeks. It surprised me to discover that Georgetown and in particular 
our girls’ world at the Meridian Hotel were such a culture shock for my 
American roommate. I could adjust better than she could, because I did 
not expect to blend in, to belong, or to be accepted. She, on the other 
hand, thought she could just step in and feel at home. But she found that 
her straightforward and simple midwestern ways set her apart from the 
more sophisticated crowd at Georgetown. She was an outsider in her 
own land. 

For me, the fact that I was like a martian in the middle of earthlings 
did not bother me. I knew my experience would be temporary. I would 
spend a couple of years, get an education, and then go back to my native 
land. I observed my quaint surroundings and the people that populated 
it like an anthropologist, and yet I did not feel like a complete stranger. 
I had been exposed to American pop culture, and I found it in 
Washington even at the Meridian. Some of the students’ idols were also 
mine, such as Elvis Presley, Troy Donahue, Sandra Dee, and Pat Boone. 
I heard songs that I knew, such as “Love Me Tender,” “It’s Now or 
Never,” and “Let Me Be Your Teddy Bear,” when they blared from the 
open doors of the girls’ rooms. In our love for this new culture, my floor 
mates and I did have something in common. They loved it because it was 
a welcome change from the sleepy fifties from which they had just 
emerged. I loved it because it spoke of individual freedom and a zest for 
life that were not part of my own tradition. So, in some ways, I identi- 
fied with my American classmates and felt at home in their youthful 
milieu. The Meridian Hotel was not like the America I had seen in 
Hollywood movies. Rather than glamorous, glitzy, and fun, it was fifties 
drab, with plain, functional maple furniture in the rooms. But it did 
have amenities, like air conditioning, a beauty parlor, a gift shop, a drug- 
store, a doctor, a dentist, laundry and valet facilities, an indoor swim- 
ming pool and sun deck, and a Hot Shoppe Cafeteria. It felt strange to 
be living in a hotel, instead of on campus among the rest of the students. 
Nevertheless I still found the experience exciting. The Meridian was 
part of America, and it was different from what I had known in 
Vietnam, and for these reasons it was interesting to me. 
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The girls on my floor, with the exception of a student from New 
York, showed no interest in me, my background, or my culture. With 
few career opportunities open to them, their minds were focused on 
finding dates and, ultimately, husbands. I found them insular in their 
lack of interest about the world, but marveled at their energy and their 
sense of fun, and envied the freedom that they enjoyed in a culture with 
more relaxed social mores. Every morning, while I sat in the bus sent by 
Georgetown to take us to the campus, trying to fight off sleep, they 
would burst into cheerful songs, one after another, such as “Oh, What 
a Beautiful Morning” or “You Are My Sunshine,” and they would sing 
and clap until we arrived at our destination. They went on dates and 
invited their boyfriends to the occasional parties that were held at the 
hotel under the college’s official supervision. They had a sense of partic- 
ipation, and took part in many of the college activities, broadening their 
experience beyond the classroom and the dorm, unlike students in 
Vietnam, who continued to confine their world to school and home even 
after they entered the university. 

I rarely took part in the social activities sponsored by the college, 
because I did not fit in and because I disliked the aura of organized fun. 
In this, I failed to understand their broader socialization purpose. I pre- 
ferred to spend my time with a group of Vietnamese students attending 
local colleges, and so missed the chance to reach beyond the familiar and 
enjoy a truly American college experience. There were only about fifty 
of these students scattered in the Washington-Virginia-Maryland area. 
But precisely because there were so few of us, we felt a special bond. I 
had met them through Huong Mai, the daughter of our Foreign Affairs 
Minister. She was also a student at Georgetown and lived on my floor. 
With her and the other Vietnamese, I could share Asian meals and, most 
important, talk in my native tongue. 

For us expatriate students, the South Vietnamese embassy served as 
our social focal point. Each year, the ambassador would give receptions 
to commemorate national holidays. At this time, the ambassador was 
Madame Nhu’s father, who probably would not have qualified as a 
diplomatic envoy to the most important capital of the world had he not 
been so well connected. While the ambassador was modest and digni- 
fied, his wife was much more pretentious. She decreed that only she 
could wear imperial yellow because she had royal blood. Unaware of 
this rule, I arrived at my first embassy function resplendent in an impe- 
rial yellow so dai embroidered in silver thread with a writhing dragon— 
another imperial symbol. The ambassador's wife gave me an icy look, 
and one of the women who worked at the embassy took me aside to tell 
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me I had committed a terrible gaffe. I felt annoyed rather than contrite. 
We no longer had a monarchy, and the ambassador's wife had no right 
to dictate what I could or could not wear. Besides, that was the nicest 
outfit I had, and I was not going to discard it just to please her. My own 
defiance surprised me; back home, I would have complied with her wish 
in deference to her age and social position. 

The students, the small embassy staff, and the handful of Vietnamese 
employed at Voice of America formed our expatriate community. They 
were all hard-line anticommunists. Reflecting the favoritism of the 
Diem regime, most of them were Catholic, rewarded with overseas 
posting or studies abroad. Naturally, they supported Diem, but some 
did have misgivings about his nepotism and the coterie of flatterers who 
surrounded him. And except for the ambassador and his wife, everyone 
disliked the Nhus and feared that they were destroying the president. 
Eventually, however, even the ambassador would split with his own 
daughter and son-in-law, and resign over Diem’s treatment of the 
Buddhists. 

I, too, feared and disliked communism, although my rejection of it 
was tinged with an ambivalence that I did not stop to analyze. I had 
absorbed my parents’ belief that the communists were vo gia dinh, vo to 
quoc—people without a family and without a nation—meaning that they 
were bent on destroying loyalty to the family and substituting it with 
loyalty to the Communist Party, and that they owed their allegiance not 
to the nation but to international communism. I had embraced my par- 
ents’ opposition without questioning their assumptions. From the treat- 
ment of acquaintances and relatives like Uncle Trinh at the hands of the 
Viet Minh, my parents, and therefore I, also believed that the commu- 
nists were cruel and coercive, and we opposed them on these grounds as 
well. Above all, however, it was the communists’ perceived lack of 
respect for our two most cherished ideals, the family and the nation, 
that seemed to my parents and me the most egregious fault. Yet I also 
admired them, as did my parents, for their success in ending colonial 
rule, and thought of them as gioi, or talented and efficient. This admira- 
tion was not abstract, but had a personal dimension as well because of 
my respect for my sister Thang and her husband Hau. I did not try, how- 
ever, to analyze why the Viet Minh had succeeded where other move- 
ments had failed, and why they were able to attract and keep people 
like my sister and her husband. I compartmentalized my feelings: admi- 
ration for Thang and Hau and the Viet Minh’s victory on the one hand, 
and fear of communism as an ideology on the other, which was the more 
dominant of the two sentiments. 
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By chance, I found a family link within this expatriate community: 
The military attaché was married to the daughter of a cousin of mine. 
This discovery gave me a home away from home. At first, they invited 
me to their apartment out of a sense of duty, and I had the impression 
that her husband was not thrilled at having to fulfill an obligation. I 
thought I had to go, and did not feel any more enthusiastic at having to 
renew clan ties that I believed I had escaped. Once we got over our ini- 
tial reluctance, my niece and I began to enjoy each other’s company 
while her husband graciously put up with my presence. Once in a 
while, I would visit them, and they would cook Vietnamese food to 
give me a change from the cafeteria fare at the Meridian, using spaghet- 
ti to make dishes that called for rice noodles. Ethnic staples were not 
readily available then, so they got most of their ingredients at Chinese 
grocery stores in downtown Washington. In exchange for their hospi- 
tality, I would babysit their little boy on occasion. I did not have a tele- 
vision in my hotel room, so whenever I went to see them I would watch 
a lot of programs, more to familiarize myself with spoken English than 
to be entertained. My niece’s favorite was I Love Lucy, and we also 
watched game shows. The contestants received prizes that seemed fab- 
ulous to me, like hi-fi equipment and household appliances—things that 
many people in Saigon could only dream of owning one day. 

The program I remember best was the presidential debate between 
Richard Nixon and John F. Kennedy. The 1960 presidential campaign 
was then entering its final phase, with the Cold War casting a long 
shadow over the country and over the election. Kennedy cleverly 
exploited the country’s post-Sputnik anxiety by accusing Eisenhower of 
having let a missile gap develop between the United States and the 
Soviet Union. Arriving in the middle of the campaign, and totally igno- 
rant of its background, I wanted Nixon to win. He was an unflinching 
anticommunist, while JFK was a young man inexperienced in the hard 
realities of world affairs. (If I had heard Kennedy’s speeches or read his 
writings, I would have found out that he was calling for a moral crusade 
against communism and that his rhetoric was quite tough.) I believed 
that Nixon, seasoned by the Cold War, would not let the tricky com- 
munists outmaneuver him. Furthermore, he had been hand-picked as a 
successor by President Eisenhower, who was one of my heroes. Not only 
had Ike led the Allies to victory against the forces of evil, but he had 
evacuated the noncommunist refugees from the North and had built a 
secure South Vietnam. In the debate, the only point that mattered to me 
was Nixon’s hard-line stand on Quemoy and Matsu, the two small 


islands off Taiwan. While Americans saw a haggard Nixon, with bad 
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makeup, on television, I saw a tough leader who would not cede an inch 
of land to the communists. By extension, I believed that he would not 
give up on South Vietnam. 

Back then, few ordinary Americans even knew Vietnam by its name 
or where it was located. Even the opinion leaders—the reporters, edi- 
tors, politicians, and academicians—knew little about it. Whenever I 
told people where I was from, they looked blank. After a while, I 
learned to explain that Vietnam was part of French Indochina. It was a 
marvel to me that the United States was committing itself to defend a 
place most of its people did not even know existed. I remember the time 
President Eisenhower was asked by a reporter why America was inter- 
vening in Indochina. Ike pondered the question for a while before reply- 
ing that it was in America’s best interests to be there because of all the 
tin that it had. I wondered whether a country that displayed so little 
knowledge of my own would be prepared to support it for very long, 
but I thought that having someone as hard-line as Nixon in the White 
House would help keep the United States on course in Vietnam. 

The young President Kennedy overcame all my resistance to him on 
the day he took the oath of office. Standing hatless in the cold, his 
breath turning into white vapor as he spoke, he issued his ringing pledge 
that America would “pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, 
support any friend, oppose any foe, to assure the survival and the success 
of liberty.” I felt relieved; South Vietnam would surely be included in 
this worldwide embrace. At that moment, when Kennedy promised to 
set America on a new heroic course of defending freedom and helping 
“peoples in the huts and villages of half the globe” to “break the bonds 
of mass misery,” the United States appeared noble to me. His was the 
rhetoric of an innocent, idealistic, but also arrogant era, when America 
believed that, with its immense resources, it could defend and nurture 
the whole world. Vietnam, of course, would shatter that illusion. 

Now that I was persuaded of Kennedy’s resolve to stand up to com- 
munism, I gave in to the charm and intellect of the new young and hand- 
some president. Like most Americans, I was entirely caught up in the 
general adulation, and in the public relations and media frenzy over him 
and his beautiful wife. I became a big fan of the First Family, and in par- 
ticular of Jacqueline Kennedy, whose bouffant hairdo I copied. The 
advisors that the president had assembled—the best and the bright- 
est—impressed me to no end. With people of such caliber, especially 
Robert McNamara, whose press coverage made me believe that he was 
a man of immense talent, to carry the torch of freedom, I thought we had 
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a chance to keep communism from overrunning the world. The future 
held so much promise then, for the Kennedy administration, America, 
and the Free World. 

After my first year, I moved into an apartment with three other for- 
eign students in a building that stood at the corner of P Street and 
Wisconsin Avenue. Except for My Luong, who was born in South 
Vietnam, my other two roommates came from quite different cultural 
backgrounds, but since they were outsiders in America like me I felt a 
special bond with them. Pin came from a wealthy Chinese family that 
owned a couple of large retail stores in Thailand. The third roommate 
was a moody young woman from Syria. Like my roommates, I began to 
discover dating. However, until I met David Elliott, who became my 
husband, I found dating neither as exciting nor as romantic as I thought 
it would be. I dated mainly to avoid loneliness, because my roommates 
were out constantly and busy with their own boyfriends. Dating for me, 
as for most Vietnamese female students, was a chaste affair. We knew 
we would return home one day and marry Vietnamese men who would 
expect us to be virgins on our wedding nights. If we were not, our hus- 
bands would repudiate us, and their families would cause a scandal over 
us being “damaged goods.” Also, there was a cautionary tale about a 
Vietnamese girl at the University of Maryland getting pregnant by an 
American student she knew only by his first name, who disappeared 
right after he found out that she was expecting his child. 

In the first year, however, I did not have a lot of free time to date, 
because I was struggling with my studies and needed every minute just 
to keep up with my reading. My English was so poor that I had to stop 
every twenty to thirty words to look up something in my English- 
French dictionary. Also, I found it hard to adjust to the American 
method of college teaching. In Saigon, I had studied by rote memory. I 
was not trained to think critically and analytically. Here, professors 
were more interested in how I analyzed the information I learned or 
gathered in the library rather than in how accurately I could regurgitate 
it back to them. I sweated over every term paper. Economics and finance 
were difficult, but Shakespeare plays, with their Elizabethan English, 
were the hardest for me to penetrate. My only solace was that I did bet- 
ter than many undergraduates who took these classes. 

But most baffling of all to me was my American literature class. The 
young professor who taught it was obsessed with sexual themes, and 
saw sexual symbols in practically every paragraph of the works that we 
read. To him, Henry James in particular was loaded. He would get 
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carried away and foam at the mouth in his excitement as he explained to 
us the hidden sexual meanings. Not having been raised on Freud, I won- 
dered how anyone could read an innocuous descriptive passage and infer 
that it was only about intercourse. His frank talk about sex surprised and 
embarrassed me; to my astonishment, it also made many of my classmates 
uncomfortable. This professor, along with a few others that I had the 
misfortune of studying with, was part of a rather uneven faculty that 
had been recruited personally—at times brilliantly and at times disas- 
trously—by Father Edmund A. Walsh, the school’s founder, without 
the advice of a search committee. 

I took many classes also attended by students from other schools at 
Georgetown, some of which were large, such as Western Civilization, 
with over 200 vying for seats. I enjoyed their size: In my Saigon high 
school, I could not hide; here, I could be anonymous, lost in the crowd. 
Some professors were outstanding, giving lectures that riveted my atten- 
tion with their masterful interweaving of themes and facts; others were 
performers, and I found their style a refreshing change from the subdued 
approach favored by the nuns in my convent school. By my second year, 
my English had improved to the point that keeping up with my readings 
was much less of a chore. I also got used to the way the classes were 
taught. My term papers and exam essays began to draw favorable com- 
ments. The most effusive praise came from a history professor, who once 
asked our class to write a short essay on the meaning of democracy. My 
insight impressed him so much that he commented in the margin that I 
was the hope of democracy for my country. He was one of those ideal- 
ists and optimists who believed then that if the American system of gov- 
ernment could spread throughout the developing world, the problems 
that plagued us would be solved. 

Not everything about Georgetown was alien to me. I had gone to a 
convent school where priests would come to conduct masses and teach 
catechism, so the sight of Jesuits in cassocks on campus was comfortably 
familiar, as was the gold cross crowning Loyola Hall, or the sound of an 
organ and a Gregorian choir coming from a chapel. Yet although it was 
clearly a Catholic university, Georgetown did not foist its religious 
creed on its non-Catholic students. The School of Foreign Service 
where I enrolled had a more secular aim. It trained students for a career 
in business and in particular in the State Department, and did this quite 
well. In my 1963 class, half of those graduates who chose to take the 
rigorous Foreign Service Entrance Examination succeeded, well over 
the national average of only about 27 percent. 


283 == the new mecca 


A belief in the importance of international cooperation was one of the 
main tenets of the School of Foreign Service. In an age where conflicts 
could lead to nuclear destruction, this faith was understandable. Here, 
the United Nations was regarded with respect as the defender of peace 
around the globe, and also as a forum where the world’s countries could 
get together and work with one another in a spirit of conciliation. 
(Later, however, when the newly created nations in Africa and Asia 
began to side with the Soviet Union against the United States at the 
UN, this international organization began to lose some of its appeal.) 
The school also nurtured a strong belief in mutual understanding. 
Somehow, it was thought, if all the countries could understand one 
another, they would set aside their conflicts, regardless of their clashing 
national interests. In this spirit, each year the school held a Diplomat’s 
Ball, its main social event. Banners in foreign languages hung in the back- 
ground. Many overseas students would dress in their native costumes 
and put on performances to showcase their countries’ culture. At a time 
when the United States had not yet become deluged with immigrants 
from all over the world, we were looked on as representatives of our 
countries. I and my Vietnamese compatriots took this role quite serious- 
ly, and in general avoided doing things that could reflect badly on our 
homelands. If we got caught doing something embarrassing—usually out 
of lack of understanding of American customs—we would hide the fact 
that we were from Vietnam. When pressed, we would say that we 
were Chinese or Siamese. 

Undergirding the School of Foreign Service and Georgetown itself 
was a belief in the inherent values of Western civilization. Graduates of 
Georgetown, armed with this learning, could help spread this civiliza- 
tion across the globe, where there existed only lesser cultures. Looking 
back now, people might say that Georgetown was a narrow-minded 
place, but it was really just reflecting its time. It certainly did not strike 
me as a limited environment, because it gave me a window on the world 
that I had not had back home. I enjoyed being there. 

Occasional references to women in the yearbooks and in the univer- 
sity’s official pronouncements aside, the School of Foreign Service 
remained a male world. The handful of female teachers that I met were 
usually foreign language instructors, not professors. The women work- 
ing in administration, with the exception of the Dean of Women, did 
not hold positions of responsibility. Highlighting the sense that women 
were a decorative touch for the school, one of the major events of the 
year was the selection of a Miss Foreign Service, who was chosen for 
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her looks, rather than for her brains. Georgetown was also predomi- 
nantly a white world. With the exception of a Chinese-American, the 
minority students I met came from overseas. The only black student in 
my class of 1963 was from Kenya. 

The Leadership Training Program took good care of me from the day 
I set foot on American soil until the day I left. The scholarship was not 
overly generous, but was more than sufficient. The program paid for my 
tuition and gave me a monthly stipend that covered my share of the 
apartment rent, food, and other necessities. Because I led a frugal life and 
budgeted carefully, I never fell short of money. I ate mainly rice and stir- 
fry, rarely shopped for clothes, and did not spend much on entertain- 
ment. For me, a splurge was going to a Chinese restaurant with 
Vietnamese friends to share a meal (there were no Vietnamese restau- 
rants in Washington at that time). Once in a while, I would take a trip 
with my compatriots to places such as Luray Caverns, Skyline Drive, or 
Atlantic City. I felt content and did not think I was missing out on any- 
thing in life. 

After a year, I still spent most of my time in the company of other 
Vietnamese; my contacts with Americans were superficial. American 
society seemed to me so difficult to penetrate. People were always polite 
and pleasant, but there was a gap that I did not know how to bridge. 
After a while, I stopped making the effort because the people I met, 
with the exception of two fellow students, did not show any interest in 
pursuing a relationship that went beyond greetings and a few words of 
chitchat. I did not feel resentful at being shut out, since J knew any for- 
eigners who tried to break into the culture and society of another coun- 
try would have run into the same initial obstacles that I did, but I felt I 
was standing on the fringe looking into America. 

The two fellow American students who took enough interest in me 
and my ethnic background to pursue a friendship seemed to me more 
complex than the average young people around me. The first one was a 
girl from New York who lived around the corner from me at the 
Meridian Hill. She was quiet but full of angst and repressed anger. I 
attracted her because I listened with sympathy, although I could not fig- 
ure out why someone with so much going for her was so unhappy, and 
told myself that many Vietnamese would give anything to be in her posi- 
tion—having a rich family and going to an elite university. She used to 
show me her poems and her anguished paintings. Our friendship ended 
when we moved out of the Meridian, partly because she realized that I 
did not understand her neurosis, and partly because by this time I had 
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taken up with my group of Vietnamese friends and did not make an 
effort to stay in touch. The other was a girl I met in my second year, who 
lived with her parents in a comfortable Georgetown house. She was 
also troubled, by a broken romance, and wanted a sympathetic soul who 
would just listen. She was the only American who invited me to her 
home on a regular basis. I understood her unhappiness better, because in 
my culture, there had been many instances over the centuries of women 
who lost their minds over tragic love affairs. 

Most of my socializing with Americans happened at large events 
organized specifically to win the goodwill of foreign students, especial- 
ly those from developing countries like me. Our American hosts wanted 
to give us a good impression of the United States, as a way of fighting 
communist propaganda in the Third World, the battlefield between 
America and the Soviet bloc. So, a couple of times a year, especially at 
Thanksgiving and Christmas, I along with a group of foreign students on 
American scholarships, would be invited to a reception at one of the ele- 
gant Georgetown homes to be feted like important guests. Even the 
White House waded in to welcome foreign students with a huge garden 
party, to which I was invited—the social highlight of my stay at 
Georgetown. For this occasion, My Luong, Huong Mai, and I dressed in 
our best ao dai and trooped to the presidential mansion—Camelot’s hal- 
lowed ground—where we crowded on the south lawn with other 
young students as excited as we were. Suddenly, news spread that 
President Kennedy would come out to give us a few words of greeting. 
With that, we all turned toward the south portico and pressed for- 
ward. A rope held us back. Then, JFK appeared, as handsome as he had 
looked in the countless pictures we had seen of him. He had just 
returned from a vacation. His face was tanned and his hair had turned 
sandy red from the sun. He walked briskly down the path, spotted My 
Luong—whose looks had helped make her Miss Foreign Service—and 
stopped to shake her hand and ask her where she was from. My Luong 
was so awed she could hardly speak. Then Kennedy moved on. When 
My Luong showed me her hand—the one that Kennedy had touched— 
I was green with envy. 

Much as I might idealize America and its president, I saw things here 
that tarnished the United States for me. It was shortly after my arrival 
in Washington that I witnessed segregation for the first time. The Jim 
Crow line was across the Potomac, in Virginia. On my first foray into 
this southern territory, I saw many “Whites Only” signs. At gas sta- 
tions, there were separate restrooms for whites and blacks. When I first 
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had to face the choice of going into a toilet for “colored” or one for 
“whites only,” I hesitated, not knowing how I fit in the racial configu- 
ration. But then I made up my mind that I belonged where the white 
man belonged, and not in some undesirable category. The French had 
tried this trick on my people, treating us as inferior and keeping us 
down. They used to call us “yellows” or even cochons—pigs—because 
they thought their white skin made them superior. But Dien Bien Phu 
had shown us that the white man was no master race and had no right 
to despise us. There was no way I was going to give in meekly. When | 
decided to defy the signs and went into the “whites only” restroom, | 
found that the women inside did not react, nor did the staff at a “whites 
only” restaurant at our next stop. As | discovered later, the signs were 
in fact directed at blacks, and not at other minorities. In general, the 
southern whites did not feel strongly about us Asians at the time because 
there were not enough of us to pose a threat. 

Of course, this did not mean that I did not run into any incidents of 
discrimination. In Washington I was snubbed twice for my ethnicity. 
One late winter afternoon, as snow was falling and the temperature was 
dropping, I climbed into a bus and asked the white driver whether he 
was heading in my direction. Instead of answering me, he fixed me with 
a hostile stare and told me rudely to get off his bus, while the riders 
snickered. Another time, a shoe salesman refused to wait on me. The 
two minor incidents I experienced made me understand better the daily 
humiliation that blacks had to put up with, and my sympathy for their 
struggle for equality grew. One of the most exciting events I witnessed 
was the march on Washington, when Martin Luther King, Jr., deliv- 
ered his inspiring “I have a dream” speech. I remember the grainy images 
of the throng stretching away from the Washington monument on our 
black and white television. In spite of the fact that I had not become a 
Catholic or joined any denomination, rarely went to church, and only 
prayed intermittently, I was deep down very religious. So, I responded 
not only to King’s call for justice but also to the spiritual overtone of the 
message, and I identified with the civil rights activist himself. I would 
miss the most trying phase of the civil rights movement, but when I 
returned to the United States in 1968 after several years back in 
Vietnam, I had to marvel at the changed legal and psychological land- 
scape I found. Compared with when I was at Georgetown, the lot of 
blacks—and, by extension, that of other minorities—had improved 
markedly. I would remain grateful to the blacks and whites in the civil 
rights movement, and for their allies in government, for the opportuni- 
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ties that they opened up and the better treatment they secured for 
minorities like mine. 

The Kennedy era was marked by several Cold War confrontations, 
and the most dangerous one loomed with the Cuban missile crisis of 
October 1962. For a few days, we felt the world stood on the brink of 
nuclear annihilation. At Georgetown, many professors canceled classes. 
It seemed absurd to carry on as normal in those circumstances, when we 
might all be blasted into oblivion. I found the situation ironic: I thought 
I was getting away from war, but here I was, about to be vaporized in 
a nuclear holocaust. When the Soviets backed down in the confronta- 
tion and agreed to remove their nuclear missiles from Cuba, the news 
left me and everyone I knew limp with relief. 

Compared with nuclear brinkmanship, the situation in Vietnam 
looked easier to deal with. In the fall of 1961, it began to require atten- 
tion. The communist insurgency that would doom the Saigon regime and 
draw America into the quagmire had started in the fifties. After 
Geneva, hundreds of thousands of former Viet Minh moved to the 
North, but an unknown number also stayed behind to secretly prepare 
for the national elections slated for 1956 to reunify the two halves of 
Vietnam, working in villages that had been Viet Minh strongholds to 
keep the people's loyalty and allegiance intact. To wrest control over 
these areas, Diem sent in troops to establish his authority, driving these 
cadres underground. In 1956, he launched a campaign to root them out, 
arresting thousands of people, including those who had nothing to do 
with the Viet Minh. He succeeded in crippling their movement; even as 
he did so, he alienated many villagers and drove the remaining Viet 
Minh cadres into fighting back. By 1959, Hanoi had begun sending Viet 
Minh cadres and fighters who had regrouped to the North back to the 
South, infiltrating them along the Ho Chi Minh trail, a secret network 
of routes that meandered through the mountains and jungles of Laos, 
Cambodia, and Vietnam's central highlands. The Viet Minh—now 
called Viet Cong or Vietnamese Communists by the Saigon govern- 
ment—painstakingly rebuilt their movement and started to expand, 
feeding on the resentment and unhappiness of the peasants. In December 
1960, a few months after I departed for the United States, Hanoi creat- 
ed the National Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam, and stepped 
up its assistance to the South. Viet Cong attacks grew in size and fre- 
quency. 

After the Bay of Pigs and the Berlin Wall, Kennedy could not afford 
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insisted that if Vietnam fell, other countries would fall to communism 
as well. Kennedy decided to increase American aid to help Diem. The 
Saigon army would be beefed up with weapons and helicopters, and 
military advisors who were experts in counterinsurgency would arrive 
to train the troops. The United States would also ship barbed wire and 
shovels to Diem to build strategic hamlets. Peasants living in areas that 
were contested or under communist control would be relocated inside 
these fortified villages to deny the guerrillas support and allow Diem to 
expand his control. This program bred dissatisfaction among the peas- 
ants, who did not want to leave their homes and orchards—usually 
strung out along canals in the South—to be concentrated in these barren 
fortifications, far away from their ancestral graves, fields, and markets. 

Convinced that the communists were using insurgency to undermine 
poor areas of the world, Kennedy wanted the United States to demon- 
strate in Vietnam that it knew how to deal with this form of warfare. 
Counterinsurgency became the mantra of the day, and the Special 
Forces—the romantic Green Berets—would be the new standard-bear- 
ers in this kind of shadowy war. Many would end up in Vietnam as 
advisors, living in the jungle with mountain tribes or in isolated out- 
posts. For the few Americans who followed the news about Vietnam, 
the buildup in Saigon gave hope. At Georgetown, an American class- 
mate of mine told me confidently that now, with so much support from 
the United States, the South Vietnamese would surely defeat the com- 
munists. I looked at him and said that it would take a lot more than that. 
He thought I was unduly pessimistic. 

I was too young, however, to brood over the crisis in Vietnam and 
elsewhere, or to despair over the threat of nuclear holocaust. In 
December 1961, I met a young American and fell in love. I became pre- 
occupied not with war and destruction, but with thoughts of him. 
Many women fantasize about meeting the man of their dreams one mem- 
orable evening, and in my case, the fantasy came true. One evening, I 
went to a Christmas party thrown by the Vietnamese embassy staff for 
expatriates in the Washington area. There would be live music and a 
fashion show of Vietnamese clothing to enliven the function. An all- 
Vietnamese affair was an unlikely place to meet American men, but two 
Vietnamese classmates of Dave’s at the University of Virginia in 
Charlottesville had invited him to bring his guitar and sing a few 
American folk songs. I was standing in the hallway, wearing another one 
of my imperial yellow ao dai and waiting for my turn to appear in the 
fashion show, when this tall, gaunt, and bespectacled American walked 
up to me, introduced himself as David Elliott, and explained that he 
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was a guest of Hung, who was also a friend of mine. That broke the ice 
and we began to make small talk. 

His obvious interest and attention flattered me. His gentlemanly man- 
ner and his intellectual demeanor attracted me, coming as I did from a 
culture that admired men of good breeding and learning. When he 
appeared on stage to sing, I thought he was artistic as well. I had been 
dating a Vietnamese student, also an artistic man who liked to paint, 
although I was not in love with him. That evening I was not looking for 
another date; my attraction to Dave happened so quickly that it left me 
flushed with excitement. I felt physically drawn to him with an inten- 
sity, as well as a warmth and a tenderness, that I thought could mean 
only love. After the performance, we spent the whole evening dancing 
together. He only knew how to do the slow dance, so no matter what 
music was playing we bobbled to the same steps. I did not mind. I was 
oblivious to my surroundings, even to the stares and sarcastic comments 
of my male Vietnamese cohorts, who resented David monopolizing my 
company. 

After that, he came up to see me as often as he could, whenever he 
had the time and could borrow his parents’ car for the trip. The first 
time he took me out on a date, he asked me where I would like to go. 
Having hardly gone out anywhere other than to Vietnamese friends’ 
places, to a few restaurants, or to the movies, I did not know what to 
tell him. I remembered a restaurant with live Hawaiian music where I 
had eaten with some friends, so we went there. It was only later, when 
I got to know him better, that he confessed to me that he hated 
Hawaiian music. I discovered after a few dates that he was as WASP as 
they came. He descended from Scottish-German stock. He had gone to 
prep school and then to Yale, where he sang in the Glee Club, the 
Whiffenpoofs, and the Duke’s Men. In fact, his ambition had been to be 
an opera singer, but he had given it up quickly after he found out what 
it would take to break into the field. Music and books were the loves of 
his life. Dave's father had taught at Harvard and had run its government 
department, but was now retired and living on a farm near the Blue 
Ridge Mountains of Virginia. From there, he commuted into 
Washington to teach part-time at American University and consult for 
the State Department on occasion. As | knew Dave better, I found out 
that besides being as intelligent, creative, and kind as I had thought, he 
was also a generous spirit. He would always give people their due. If he 
criticized anyone, he would do it reluctantly and usually only for 
constructive reasons. His basic instinct is to help rather than to hurt. 

Dave was already drawn toward things foreign, and was now study- 
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ing for his doctorate in Latin American studies at the University of 
Virginia, with Brazil as his area of focus. His ambition was to join the 
State Department and deal with international affairs when he got his 
degree. This attraction to foreign cultures was part of what drew him 
to me. When we started going out together, we just wanted to spend 
time with each other, but because he lived in Charlottesville and did 
not have his own car, we managed to see each other only once a month. 
It was too early in our relationship to talk about marriage, but I realized 
that there were too many obstacles for it to happen. Inter-racial mar- 
riages were still taboo. I knew that marrying me would probably com- 
promise his chances of a successful career, and I did not want to be the 
cause of that. I also knew that marrying him would upset my parents ter- 
ribly, and that if I tried to return to Vietnam, I would be ostracized. 
Even in the Washington area, my compatriots disapproved strongly of 
my relationship with him. So, for the moment, we just enjoyed each 
other’s company. There were times when I wondered whether our rela- 
tionship would survive once I returned to Vietnam upon my gradua- 
tion—as my scholarship and visa required—but I dismissed the 
thought, preferring not to dwell on it. 

As our relationship grew, Dave told his parents about me. His moth- 
er Louise wanted to meet me. Full of trepidation, I went to his father’s 
apartment at the La Salle building to see her on her next trip to 
Washington. She greeted me warmly and gave me a big hug. She was a 
beautiful lady with a natural elegance that did not need to be enhanced 
with stylish clothes and accessories, but what impressed me most about 
her was the spirituality that shone through, and her loving nature. In 
Mrs. Elliott, I saw where Dave got many of his fine qualities. She had 
bought me a winter coat as a present—exactly what I needed, as my old 
coat had worn out. That gesture demonstrated to me the special gift that 
she has of knowing what others need even before they themselves real- 
ize it, a gift I have seen her display many times since. We talked about 
my relationship with Dave. I confessed I did not know where it was 
going. The strain of the uncertainty that I had been suppressing broke 
through, and I cried. Tears came to her eyes, and she took me in her arms, 
saying that she understood how I felt. Then I said goodbye, thinking I 
might not see her again. 

One day, however, Dave invited me to his parents’ farm to meet his 
father, William Yandell Elliott, and older brother Ward, who was get- 
ting a law degree at the University of Virginia. I felt nervous about the 
meeting, wondering whether they would approve of me. Dave’s father 
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had been a legendary figure at Harvard, whose students included future 
leaders like JFK and Henry Kissinger. He was the model scholar-states- 
man and one of the pillars of the Eastern Establishment that was still 
dominating academia and the government during the Kennedy era, and 
had advised several presidents and secretaries of state. During World 
War II, he headed the Office of Civilian Requirements within the War 
Production Board and in this capacity practically served as the czar of 
the civilian economy. Earlier, he had fought near Verdun in World War 
I, where he was wounded in the leg. He liked to lean on a cane when 
walking. Although he had a collection of canes, his favorite was an old 
gnarled stick that he carried with him whenever he went out to tour the 
farm, with his German shepherd frisking around him. 

Even an average American girl might have been challenged to hold 
her own at the Elliotts’ dinner table. Dave's father, a giant of a man 
physically and intellectually, dominated the conversation, which was 
erudite. When he was not dazzling me with the power of his intellect, 
he was entertaining me with his stories. He was a wonderful raconteur, 
in the southern tradition from which he had come. He would talk about 
his days as a member of the Fugitives group of poets at Vanderbilt, or 
his time as a Rhodes scholar at Oxford, or his tenure at Harvard, or his 
war years in France, or his boulevardier and lost generation period in 
Paris after World War I, or all the famous men he had met. Intimidated., 
but also brought up to be nonassertive and quiet, I just listened. The 
next evening, my future father-in-law tried to draw me into the conver- 
sation. He picked a topic he thought would be familiar to me, and asked 
what I thought of Confucianism and in particular the Golden Mean. 
Having spent my life studying about the West, my knowledge of this 
philosophy, gleaned from bits and pieces from my own culture, was so 
superficial, and my English still so basic, that I could hardly come up 
with an intelligible, let alone learned, answer. He gently let me off the 
hook, and discoursed at great length about Confucius and other philoso- 
phers. I discovered that he had a wide-ranging intellect, and that he 
loved beauty, art, and thought in any culture. 

Asians at this time tended to dismiss America as a young country 
with a short past, a parvenu nation in comparison with older countries 
with thousands of years of history. But as I learned more about Dave's 
family, I found that they had as interesting a background as mine. Their 
family tree included, among others, a whaling captain in Nantucket, pio- 
neers who had opened up the West, people who had worked in the 
underground railroad to help escaped slaves flee to the North, and an 
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officer who fought in the Civil War on the Union side and was incar- 
cerated at Andersonville. Their forefathers in Tennessee, who had sided 
with the Union forces in the Civil War, used to keep vigil at night with 
rifles across their laps to protect their families against enraged 
Confederate sympathizers. 

The legacy had bred into Dave's family a quiet fortitude of spirit and 
the ability to maintain grace under pressure. They could take most 
things as they came, but they were not passive by any means. Before the 
outbreak of World War II, Dave's father had bravely attacked fascism, 
receiving many threats for his stance. Dave’s mother was less confronta- 
tional, but was Just as tenacious in fighting for things she believed in. 
However, ready as they were to meet challenges, the Elliotts had a hard 
time accepting how serious Dave's relationship with me had become. 
They worried that Dave might get carried away and marry me; being 
loving parents, they wanted to stop him from doing something that he 
might regret later. First, they pointed out that we were too young to 
rush into marriage: I was only twenty years old, and Dave was twenty 
two, too young to make hasty decisions. Second, they worried about the 
future we would have. Interracial unions were still a crime in many 
states, considered miscegenation. Worse, perhaps, was that a marriage 
would surely destroy Dave's future at the State Department, which he 
and they had set their hearts upon. They feared that our children would 
have a difficult time. Seeing that we were both sensitive people, they 
doubted our marriage could survive so much strain. 

Although his parents did not express their misgivings to me, I could 
sense that they were worried by his growing attachment to me. His 
father was the more concerned of the two; his mother, I thought, was 
torn between wanting to give Dave more support and protecting him. I 
still had at least two to three years of study—plenty of time to be with 
Dave—so I decided that there was no point in worrying about where 
our relationship might head and just to enjoy it. Our relationship actu- 
ally grew more intense because of the uncertainty and also because of the 
knowledge that couples like us were frowned on in both our countries. 
(It was only after Dave proposed just before I was due to return to 
Vietnam, and I asked him what his parents thought, that he told me 
about their misgivings. Being loving and kind, however, they accepted 
me with open arms after we got married. Throughout the years, they 
have always been at my side, helping me, supporting me, and giving me 
the love that I needed. They have been like my own parents.) 

In 1962, about a year after we met, Dave had to join the army that 
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McNamara was building up to create a “flexible response” to communist 
expansion. Having had two student deferments already, he would be 
unlikely to escape the draft this time. He decided to enlist, so he could 
get training in a technical field of his own choosing. He had to leave for 
basic training at Fort Jackson in North Carolina. The separation was 
hard on both of us. I knew it would be a long time before I could see him 
again, After basic training, he went to the Defense Institute of 
Languages in Monterey to study. He hoped he would be assigned to a 
Portuguese class, but instead he was sent to learn Vietnamese. With the 
U.S. army presence in Vietnam growing, the Pentagon wanted people 
in the field who could speak the native language. By the end of 1962, 
there were already over 12,000 advisors to train and advise Diem’s 
army, and the U.S. command in the country had been upgraded and a 
four-star general put in charge. Vietnam had become such a hot spot that 
senior American officers vied to be there. “It’s the only war we've got,” 
as one general put it. But it had not become so dangerous that it was a 
place for a young draftee to avoid, so Dave, patriotic and anxious to do 
his duty like most Americans at the time and excited about witnessing 
history, actually looked forward to it. 

I was about to graduate and return to Vietnam, when Dave called 
from Monterey to propose that we get married after he arrived in 
Saigon. We talked about the opposition of our families and of the diffi- 
culties we might encounter, but decided that we would just face things 
together. I had finished my studies and could get a job, and he would 
have his army pay, so we could survive in Saigon. After he finished with 
the army, he would return to the University of Virginia to get his doc- 
torate and go into teaching. He realized now that this was what he 
wanted to do; on reflection, he did not really relish the idea of joining 
the State Department and making his way through its bureaucracy. 
Also, academia would offer a liberal and tolerant environment where I 
and our children could live comfortably. We got excited at the prospect 
of marriage and adventure in Saigon. As to the future, we did not really 
care. 

By now, I knew that Dave was the man I wanted very much to marry, 
and decided that I could not let my parents’ feelings stand in the way or 
forego my chance at happiness just to fulfill my filial duty. Besides, I 
feared that unless I married Dave, my parents would likely force me to 
take as a husband a man they selected for me when I returned home; my 
sisters Phu, Binh, and Yen were then stuck in unhappy marriages that my 
father and mother had arranged, and I did not want to end up like them. 
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But I dreaded breaking the news to my parents. I had not told them 
about Dave, believing there was no point in upsetting them if we were 
not going to marry. As I labored over my letter, I knew that they would 
be angry with me for marrying a foreigner and for being the first daugh- 
ter to breach my family’s tradition, usurping their prerogative by choos- 
ing my own husband. I pleaded with them to understand and to forgive 
me. I waited anxiously for the reply, and when it arrived, I tore open 
the envelope. I expected a lot of recrimination, but instead my parents 
were understanding, saying things like “we accept your decision because 
the world is different now and we have to change with the times,” and 
“we don’t want you to marry a foreigner, but it’s your life to live as you 
see fit.” Unaware of the emotional crisis into which my decision had 
thrown my parents, I cried with relief. 

While my prospects brightened up that summer of 1963, back in 
Vietnam, the conflict had taken a turn that should have served as a 
warning to Washington. A major operation in Ap Bac planned by 
American advisors—and combining for the first time the lethal fire- 
power of helicopters, fighter bombers, and artillery supplied by the 
United States—ended in defeat. The Viet Cong shot down five of the 
fifteen helicopters piloted by Americans that were ferrying Diem’s 
troops into battle, killing three advisors. The South Vietnamese sol- 
diers, under the command of officers handpicked by the president for 
their loyalty to him rather than for their battlefield courage, cowered 
under the fusillade and refused to attack the outnumbered enemy. For 
the Viet Cong, the battle marked a critical point in their insurgency. 
They learned that they could fight back and win against helicopter- 
borne assaults and that Saigon had not gained a decisive edge with this 
modern technique of warfare. 

For the Americans, the defeat should have driven home that the main 
problem they faced with Diem’s army was not lack of firepower but the 
lack of will to fight. McNamara had created a reporting system to track 
the progress of the war by using statistics that, by their nature, focused 
on factors that could be measured such as the number of enemy troops 
killed during ground operations or by air strikes, or the number of 
engagements initiated by Diem’s army. His system, however, could not 
capture and measure intangibles like the poor morale and motivation of 
the South Vietnamese army, or Diem’s lack of popular support—which 
in the end counted more than the tangible factors he tracked. The sta- 
tistics he pondered with so much faith were actually flawed, manipu- 
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actually were. Misled by the rosy numbers, the Secretary of Defense 
thought, four months after the battle in Ap Bac, that the United States 
had turned the corner and that its job in Vietnam could be wrapped up 
by mid-1965. Later, as the Viet Cong showed great tenacity in the face 
of the tremendous firepower that was deployed against them, 
McNamara would begin to be intrigued by the intangible factors that 
were driving them to fight on with such courage, and he would order 
the Rand Corporation to conduct a study of the enemy motivation and 
morale. Tellingly, however, he never ordered a similar study about the 
South Vietnamese. 

After three years at Georgetown, I got my bachelor’s degree in the 
summer of 1963. My sadness at leaving the United States was tempered 
by the joy that I would see my family again and that Dave and I would 
be reunited in Saigon. When I disembarked that October, my relatives 
could hardly recognize me, with my bouffant hairdo lacquered firmly in 
place, my makeup, and my more stylish Western clothes. I was no longer 
the ugly duckling that they remembered. While my younger sisters Loan 
and Tuyet approved of my appearance with huge smiles, my parents— 
especially my father—were aghast because I epitomized what they 
viewed as the new, immodest Western look that the young in Saigon 
were beginning to copy. 

Three years is a short span in a lifetime, but within that time much 
had happened to me and to South Vietnam. I had left as an unformed and 
unsophisticated teenager and now came back as a more mature and cos- 
mopolitan woman. I had fled Saigon depressed, now I was returning as 
a happy prospective bride. When I left in 1960, the political scene 
seemed calm and stable, Diem was fully in control, and the war was still 
in its infancy. Now in 1963, Diem’s regime was about to lose its grip. 
The streets were convulsing with protests and demonstrations, and the 
Viet Cong had grown in strength. 

The truth was that the seeds of destruction were already being sown 
at the time of my departure. The shops, brimming with goods, did a 
brisk business. There was little inflation and exports were rising, and 
most people were well fed and well dressed. A constitution and a rule 
of law seemed to have brought stability. But appearances were decep- 
tive. The economy was humming along only because of the large influx 
of U.S. aid, while Diem’s family—or their underlings—subverted the 
laws of the land. Lulled by their peaceful life and deceived by heavy 
government news censorship, my family and most people in Saigon did 
not suspect that pourriture was already spreading in many areas of the 
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country. The Viet Cong had begun to attack in larger and larger num- 
bers, and to inflict bigger and bigger casualties on the government army. 
But in Saigon, blissfully unaware of the growth of their movement, peo- 
ple continued to dismiss them as a ragtag band that could be eliminated 
with American military assistance. No one had to pay a price as yet to 
defeat the Viet Cong: Thanks to American aid, there was no income tax 
to finance the war, nor had the sons of the middle class been drafted into 
battle, so a large segment of the population was able to ignore the insur- 
gency. 

When I left, people had already started to grumble more and more 
about Diem and his family, though no one felt angry or unhappy enough 
to want him removed from office. The country seemed stable, so people 
like my parents continued to tolerate him, in spite of his shortcomings. 
His favoritism toward Catholics disturbed my devoutly Buddhist moth- 
er, and Madame Nhu’s antics irked her and my father terribly, but my 
parents felt that at least Diem was a capable man who, though he might 
be authoritarian and blind to the corruption around him, could maintain 
law and order and was not robbing the country and people to enrich 
himself—a man still head and shoulders above the other politicians 
waiting in the wings for a chance to take his place. 

What pushed my father and my mother to finally join the clamor for 
Diem’s removal was his repression of the Buddhists. The crisis began 
when the government forbade the Buddhists to fly their own flag in Hue 
for the celebration of Buddha's birthday. Since Catholics had previous- 
ly been allowed to fly their own flags for their religious celebrations, 
the Buddhists resented this blatant discrimination. For years, the 
Buddhists had been fuming over what they perceived as preferential 
treatment of the Catholic minority who dominated the government, 
while they were relegated to the status of second-class citizens. Their 
anger now boiled over. Monks and their followers took to the streets of 
Hue in protest. The government responded by bringing in tanks to fire 
into the crowd, killing a number of demonstrators. The protests spread 
to other cities. 

Instead of negotiating with the Buddhists to end the dispute peace- 
ably, Diem, under the Nhus’ prodding, decided to crush them. To dra- 
matize the plight of his faithful, a monk, Thich Quang Duc, doused 
himself with gasoline and burned himself to death in the streets of 
Saigon. The pictures of this human torch, carried by the media in prac- 
tically every country, convulsed South Vietnam and the world in shock, 
anger, and loathing. I was still in Washington when I saw the televi- 
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sion broadcast of Thich Quang Duc’s immolation. The image of the 
monk sitting calmly in the lotus position as flames engulfed him and of 
his charred body finally falling sideways would be seared in my memo- 
ry. Vu Van Mau, the Foreign Minister and my clan matriarch’s son-in- 
law, shaved his head in a gesture of solidarity with the monks and 
resigned. Tran Van Chuong, Madame Nhu’s own father and the ambas- 
sador to Washington, also quit his position. Nguyen Tuong Tam, a 
famous writer, killed himself in protest. Popular opposition, amorphous 
and unorganized until that time, now coalesced around the Buddhist 
monks, who became the spearhead for a movement to depose Diem and 
his family. 

In attacking Buddhism, Diem and Nhu struck at what the Vietnamese 
viewed as the heart of their culture and tradition. People like my moth- 
er, who had been apolitical before, now were galvanized into action. 
My mother was a typical Vietnamese Buddhist: She had her own altar 
at home, prayed every evening, and went to the pagodas on special hol- 
idays. Unlike Catholicism, Buddhism was not an organized creed, and 
unlike Catholic priests, Buddhist monks were not activist leaders. Now, 
however, the crisis was turning these monks into political firebrands. 
They gave rousing speeches to summon their faithful to come to the 
defense of Buddhism. Hundreds of thousands of followers like my moth- 
er responded to their call and thronged to the pagodas to pray and lis- 
ten to the monks speak. Students and other opponents of Diem’s regime 
also flocked to the Buddhist cause, using the movement as an outlet for 
their own frustration. Angered by what he perceived as a challenge to 
his family’s power, Nhu sent Vietnam’s Special Forces—trained and 
paid for by the United States—to raid the pagodas and arrest the 
monks. This only inflamed the Buddhists and reinforced their belief that 
their faith was in danger of being destroyed. They took to the streets in 
greater and greater numbers. 

By the time I arrived in Saigon in October 1963, the city was 
seething with anger against Diem and his family. Even the military had 
turned against him. Faced with so much hostility, the president with- 
drew even more into his family circle and became increasingly isolated. 
To contain this growing opposition, Nhu relied even more on his secret 
police to intimidate people, but this just bred more discontent. It was a 
vicious citcle. The Americans had already begun to waver in their sup- 
port for Diem, fearing that his unpopularity was damaging the war 
against communism. At first, President Kennedy thought he could sal- 
vage the situation by pressuring Diem to carry out reforms and to get rid 


298 = the new mecca 


of Nhu and his wife, the main targets of popular hatred. But Diem, out 
of loyalty to his family and out of natural stubbornness, refused to listen. 
In spite of the worsening situation, the Americans clung to him, afraid 
that his forced removal would only upset the war against the Viet 
Cong, although this was going badly too, with the communists practi- 
cally taking over the Mekong Delta. Finally, when Diem’s crackdown 
on the Buddhists plunged the country into chaos, the United States 
decided to replace him. 

By this time, Saigon was full of rumors of the portents of Diem’s 
demise. According to our traditional belief, rulers govern only with the 
approval or mandate of heaven. When a ruler violates this mandate, 
heaven sends signs that he will be punished, usually natural disasters 
like earthquakes or unnatural phenomena like roosters suddenly laying 
eggs. Stories of ominous portents began to make the rounds of the city, 
feeding the hope that a change of regime was in the cards. The heart of 
the monk who had immolated himself was found intact after he burned 
to death, and was ceremoniously carried to a pagoda where it attracted 
thousands of worshipers. A rumor circulated that people had seen stat- 
ues of the Virgin Mary shedding bloody tears. One day, I heard a com- 
motion in our alley late in the morning. I ran out and noticed a crowd of 
people peering into the sky and saying, “The sun is spinning! The sun is 
spinning!” I looked up and saw—to my amazement—that the sun was 
etched with a dark circle that was turning very fast. Perhaps there is a 
scientific explanation for this strange phenomenon, but none of us could 
think of one. Perhaps, induced by the hysteria, we were only imagining 
things. We stood there, awed by what we witnessed. My neighbors 
told one another that this could mean only one thing: Diem was going 
to be overthrown. 

I had never seen my mother in such a state of agitation. My father, 
more rational and less emotional, did not listen to the monks or become 
their follower. But he, too, had reached the conclusion that Diem had 
become too much of a liability, and that the time had come for him to 
go. In fact, a coup d’etat was being plotted at that moment. The gener- 
als behind it, knowing they would need the acquiescence of the United 
States to succeed, approached the American embassy through a CIA 
agent about getting rid of Diem. When Ambassador Henry Cabot 
Lodge did not object, they attacked the presidential palace on 
November 1, 1963. 

That afternoon, our radio suddenly went dead and then started to 
broadcast martial music, a sign that something was happening. Then the 
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coup was announced, and military commanders began to go on the air to 
express their allegiance to its leaders. At the presidential palace, Diem 
and Nhu tried to rally loyal officers to their side. When this failed, they 
escaped through a secret tunnel and went to Cholon, where they were 
captured by the coup leaders. In spite of American wishes, the generals 
did not spare Diem, and had him and Nhu shot on the way to their mil- 
itary headquarters. Madame Nhu, who was traveling overseas to drum 
up support at the time, escaped retribution. Soon afterward, the mili- 
tary junta arrested Diem’s younger brother Can, the feudal lord of 
Central Vietnam, and subjected him to a lot of humiliation, to the 
delight of the people. They finally had him shot. Saigon newspapers car- 
ried a picture of him at the time of his execution: a forlorn blindfolded 
figure, with his head hanging down and his hands tied to a stake. 

At the news of the coup, Saigon and other cities erupted in celebra- 
tion. Soldiers taking part in the attacks were hailed as heroes, and mid- 
dle-class girls, who would not have deigned to glance at them before, 
smiled at them and gave them flowers. The generals were greeted as sav- 
iors of the country. Ambassador Lodge became extremely popular and 
was made an honorary citizen of Vietnam. When he accepted this title, 
wearing a Vietnamese traditional blue brocade tunic and a turban, the 
people felt a surge of affection for him. Diem’s hard-core supporters, 
especially Catholic refugees, never forgave him and Kennedy for Diem’s 
death. At the time of Kennedy’s assassination, many expressed satisfac- 
tion that Diem had reached beyond the grave to exact his revenge. 

My mother was jubilant that Buddhism had been saved. Although 
she found the pictures of Diem’s murder inside the personnel carrier dis- 
turbing, she understood the generals’ decision to smash “the head of the 
snake” to prevent future trouble. My father felt sorry for Diem, but was 
not surprised that someone like him, who had created his government 
from an act of treachery, would end up perishing at the hand of traitors 
himself. No one in my family mourned Nhu's death. We thought that he 
had been felled by the storm he himself had sown. We did pity Can, 
especially when we saw the picture of him bound to the stake. After the 
initial euphoria faded, people began to wonder about the qualifications 
of the coup generals to lead the country. In a short time, these officers 
would confirm everyone’s worst fears and plunge the country into chaos. 
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That morning, I was working a day 
shift, preparing a news report for 
the English-language broadcast by 
the government-owned Radio 
Saigon. The city was like a kettle 
that was boiling over. Buddhists 
and students were xuong duong— 
pouring into the streets—almost 
daily to protest against Nguyen 
Khanh, the general who had 
deposed the military junta that had 
replaced Diem and set himself up as 
the prime minister, demanding his 
resignation. The office was full, but 
it hardly hummed with purposeful 
work. Clerks and secretaries were 
idling their hours away until lunch- 
time: the men reading newspapers 
and sipping tepid tea from glasses 
stained brown by long usage; the 
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women knitting, gossiping, or, if they were more industrious, pecking 
at their typewriter keyboards with a pencil so as not to chip their nail 
polish. Suddenly we heard shouts coming from the street. We listened 
and thought we could make out slogans amplified by bullhorns and taken 
up by what seemed like a large crowd. We rushed to the entrance and 
saw a thin line of policemen in white uniforms trying to hold back a mob 
of students. The protesters surged forward, overwhelming the police. A 
group stormed into the station and rushed upstairs to broadcast a state- 
ment denouncing General Khanh as a dictator. The rest milled at the 
entrance and in the hallway at the foot of the staircase. Outside, the 
crowd spread out to surround the building, located at a street corner, to 
keep people from entering and leaving. 

The moment they saw the students converging toward the station, 
some of the clerks had left by the side street. These were seasoned vet- 
erans who had gone through coups, attempted coups, and demonstra- 
tions. They knew things could turn ugly. In those pre-television days, 
disgruntled factions or generals trying to overthrow the government usu- 
ally made a beeline for the station so they could relay their message to 
the nation and rally support, and the government, not wanting to cede 
such a powerful tool to its opponents, would try to take it back. The 
staff would get caught in the cross fire. Not having the experience of 
those veterans, my colleagues and I did not size up the situation correct- 
ly. By the time we realized what could happen next, it had become too 
late to leave. We could only wait anxiously for events to unfold. We 
were not sure how the mob was going to treat us. Would they beat us 
up for being part of General Khanh’s propaganda machine? We took 
encouragement that the protesters did not go on a rampage. They did not 
smash things or beat up anyone. After a while, the rumor seeped down 
to our floor that the student leaders had been thwarted. A technician 
had had the presence of mind to destroy a piece of equipment, making it 
impossible for them to go on the air. 

By one o'clock, I was tired of waiting, and I was also getting hungry. 
I decided to leave. I told myself that if the mob threatened and blocked 
me, I would just return to my desk. The students looked surprised when 
they saw me—probably the only woman in Vietnam at that time with 
a Jacqueline Kennedy bouffant hairdo. I was also wearing a short dress 
with slits on the sides instead of the ao dai favored by the female staff at 
the station. Evidently, I did not look like someone who was part of 
General Khanh’s oppressive regime, because when I told those barring 
the entrance that I wanted to go home, the crowd parted like the Red 
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Sea, and I walked out. Not long after I left, the protesters gave up and 
dispersed peacefully. When I came back to work a couple of days later, 
I found paratroopers camped out in the hallway, dispatched by the gov- 
ernment to keep the students from storming the station again, where 
they would stay for about a week in a brief show of force. 

Nguyen Khanh, the object of the students’ wrath, was an ambitious 
and scheming general who had edged out the ruling military junta in a 
bloodless coup three months after Diem’s overthrow. Although he was 
hugely unpopular in Vietnam, the Americans were supporting him. 
They had become uneasy over the government of General Duong Van 
Minh (not related to me) and other junta members, who had done noth- 
ing to stem the tide of communist attacks and were rumored to be mov- 
ing toward negotiating with the Viet Cong and turning South Vietnam 
into a neutral state. Washington feared that accommodation and neu- 
trality would merely be preludes to a communist takeover. President 
Lyndon B. Johnson, afraid of being accused of losing South Vietnam to 
the communists, was determined not to let this happen. In Khanh, the 
Americans thought they could find a more malleable tool: someone who 
would defer to Washington's wishes, bring stability, and focus on 
defeating the guerrillas. Khanh, however, turned out to be a vexing 
client for his patrons. He was interested only in hanging on to power by 
endless manipulation. To make him more palatable to his own people, 
the Americans tried to enhance his standing. Defense Secretary 
McNamara toured Vietnam with Khanh to shore up the general’s image. 
But the more the Americans tried to build him up, the more the people 
despised him as a puppet. 

No one I had met respected or trusted General Khanh. Even his 
appearance did not inspire confidence. He looked like a slightly rotund 
weasel, with a round, oily face, protruding eyes, and a goatee, grown at 
the urging of a fortune-teller who had advised him that it would elon- 
gate his short face (considered an ill omen). He had been a protégé of 
Diem and, soon after taking over, embarked on what a lot of people 
thought was an attempt to bring back the old regime. He ordered the 
killing of the officer who had shot Diem and Nhu, and he reappointed 
many officials linked to the Diem government. These actions alarmed the 
Buddhist leaders and their faithful. Suspecting that he was trying to 
restore the Catholics and Diemists to power, they organized rallies and 
marches to protest against him and demand his resignation. At their 
exhortation, thousands of students joined the demonstrations in massive 
xuong duong in major cities. 
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This prompted the Catholic supporters of Diem who blamed the 
Buddhists for his downfall and death to organize demonstrations of their 
own to check the growing influence of their religious rivals. These 
marches and countermarches paralyzed many areas of Saigon, including 
the one where Dave and I lived. From our balcony, we could watch long 
columns of people filing by, carrying banners and shouting slogans. Men 
assigned to maintain discipline walked along the column at regular inter- 
vals, as a sign to the residents that the rally would be peaceful and 
would not get out of hand. But whenever the rival groups met, the frag- 
ile discipline would break down. We saw angry Buddhist and Catholic 
youths racing down our street brandishing sticks. The hatred and dis- 
trust grew to the point that my family wondered whether a religious 
war would break out. 

Meanwhile, the communists were steadily taking over large chunks 
of territory. The strategic hamlets, the key to Saigon’s military strategy, 
had been reduced to shambles. Sometimes with the help of the Viet 
Cong, sometimes spontaneously, peasants who had been uprooted from 
their homes and orchards and forcibly relocated into these fortified vil- 
lages rose up to destroy and burn down what they viewed as their con- 
centration camps. Even Saigon ceased to be a safe sanctuary. Viet Cong 
terrorists set off bombs right in the city. But instead of closing ranks to 
face and stop the communists, we were battling one another. 

The deadly religious rivalry was only part of the chaos that was 
engulfing the country. At the top, the generals were squabbling and 
jockeying for power. Rumors of coup d'etat swept through Saigon 
almost daily. In September 1964, one did take place, in spite of 
President Johnson’s injunction to the generals not to rock an already 
leaky boat. As usual, the coup generals who conspired against Khanh 
drove their troops into Saigon and took over key installations, including, 
yet again, the radio station. But Khanh survived this coup with the help 
of the air force, which threatened to bomb the plotters if they did not 
give up. 

I was hoping to leave my job at the radio station, and not only 
because of the anxiety of working there in the unstable political climate. 
I felt I was not getting anywhere in my work. No one had bothered to 
give me any training or, indeed, any guidance whatsoever, even though 
I was writing news that the station would broadcast. ‘The indifference 
was typical of a government office where few people took pride in their 
jobs. From day one, I was on my own. Fortunately, I had grown up in 
the system, and I knew instinctively where the political boundaries 
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were and what I could put on the air. Even though no one cared about 
my performance, I realized that if I crossed the line, I would get myself 
and the man who had hired me—a friend of a friend—into trouble. I 
patched together bits of bland news about what the government was 
doing, about decrees that had been signed, or how the Saigon troops had 
killed a lot of Viet Cong and captured a lot of weapons in attacks. I 
shied away from stories of attempted coups, military setbacks, or reli- 
gious protests, unless I knew what slant I should put on these events 
from reports carried by the official press agency. The picture I present- 
ed was of a government devoted to the welfare of the people and pursu- 
ing the war with great success. Once or twice, I was even put on the 
air. After the short burst of music that introduced the news—the over- 
ture to Carmen—the red light would go on in the booth, and I would 
stumble through, stopping now and then to apologize very politely for 
my mistakes, and then gamely continuing on until I finished. The broad- 
cast was aimed at foreign listeners inside and outside Vietnam, 
although, as far as I could gather, few listened to it, dismissing it as pro- 
paganda. The Vietnamese ignored it—even my family did not bother to 
catch it, because they could not understand English and also because 
they found the program boring. 

Through the wife of an American officer my husband knew, I made 
contact with Professors John Donnell and Joseph Zasloff, who were con- 
ducting research for the Rand Corporation on the motivation and morale 
of the Viet Cong. They hired me to conduct interviews with communist 
prisoners and defectors, and I gladly gave up my position at the station. 
By this time, I had been married for several months. Dave had arrived in 
Saigon about four weeks after I had returned from Georgetown, as an 
SPC5—a sergeant—in the U.S. army. He had received a high security 
clearance for a job in signal intelligence, monitoring clandestine commu- 
nist military radio communication. Immediately after he arrived, he 
stunned his commanders by applying to marry me, a native. First, they 
thought he had met a bar girl and lost his head. They tried to talk him 
out of it. Once they understood the situation better and knew we were 
serious, they took away Dave's top-level security clearance and made 
him spend his days watching over some local workmen painting the bar- 
racks at his base near the airport. 

I too had to change career paths. I gave up my dream of becoming a 
Vietnamese diplomat, knowing my application to join the Foreign 
Affairs Ministry would not pass muster. The prejudice against a woman 
taking an American husband would have been too strong for me to 
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overcome. In any case, I thought my stay in Saigon was going to be short, 
since I would be accompanying Dave back to the United States after his 
tour of duty to finish his doctorate degree. Like other overseas students 
newly returning home after a long stay abroad, I found it difficult to 
reacclimate myself to the social constraints, the lack of the rule of law, 
the corruption, the poverty, the poor sanitation, and the debilitating 
weather. The prospect of returning to the United States, even if only as 
the wife of a graduate student, seemed attractive, in spite of my misgiv- 
ings about getting separated from my family. However, as I adapted, and 
as I got absorbed in my job with the Rand Corporation, I would find it 
hard to leave when the time came. 

Dave and I had to run a gauntlet of obstacles thrown up by both the 
Vietnamese and the American authorities to discourage a marriage like 
ours. Dave had to get approval from both the U.S. army and embassy. 
One of the requirements was for me to go through an interview with the 
chaplain of his unit, more like an interrogation. The chaplain started out 
by asking a lot of questions about my background, to make sure that I 
was a respectable woman worthy of marrying an American G.I. He 
seemed surprised to hear that I had a degree from Georgetown 
University, and a bit disappointed. My background could not be used as 
a pretext to hold up the marriage. Then he switched tactics. He warned 
me about the social and cultural problems that could confront an inter- 
racial marriage back in the United States. When I appeared unswayed 
by this, he added, “Listen to me. I speak from firsthand experience. I 
know personally what inter-racial couples run into, because I myself am 
married to a Norwegian.” I felt annoyed rather than amused at being 
patronized in this way, but I simply thanked him for his concern and 
advice. 

We met several other bureaucratic impediments to our marriage, but 
they paled beside my family’s objections. Back in Washington, reading 
the loving letter from home, I had had no inkling of the anguish that the 
news had inflicted on my parents, especially my father. When I returned 
home, I found out that he had been devastated and unable to sleep for 
days after he learned of my decision. However, I discovered with sur- 
prise that my mother, though very upset, had taken the whole thing 
much better. She had cast my horoscope years ago and knew beforehand 
that my husband would be a foreigner. She thought she could not pre- 
vent something decreed by fate, so she resigned herself to it. I also found 
out that, far from being reconciled to the marriage, my father would give 
anything to stop it. He and my mother had soothed me with reassuring 
words in order not to upset me just as I was getting ready to graduate. 
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My father was more distressed by the shame that my marriage to an 
American sergeant would bring to our family than by my breach of filial 
piety. He told me that only prostitutes and bar girls got involved with 
foreigners, and that if I married an American, everyone in Vietnam 
would take me for a whore. My relatives would despise me, and my fam- 
ily’s honor would be stained. He also told me that by marrying beneath 
my station I would make him and my mother a laughingstock. In his 
mind, an American sergeant was no better than the orderlies he used to 
have at his beck and call in his mandarin office—to fetch him his pipe 
and bring him his tea. He could already imagine the sneers and snide 
remarks of his relatives and acquaintances. When I stood my ground, he 
pointed out that Westerners do not make loyal husbands, and warned 
me that Dave might abandon me later on in a strange land. Even that did 
not faze me, because ] was sure of my choice and also because I believed 
that, should Dave and I divorce, I could survive on my own in America. 

I tried to reassure my father that I was not making a mistake, but he 
remained skeptical until Dave showed up at our house, charming my 
family with his Vietnamese and impressing them with his erudition. My 
parents now saw that, although he was only a sergeant, he came from a 
patrician family. Roots, along with intellect, counted heavily in their 
eyes. Also, they were cheered by his prospect as a college professor, as 
well as by his scholarly and refined appearance. The American military 
personnel they had seen in the streets had struck them as beefy and 
coarse, “like fat, dumb Russian potato farmers,” my father said. Feeling 
much better about the marriage, they accepted my decision, gave me 
their blessing, and sent out the wedding announcements and banquet 
invitations to all our relatives. Then they waited for the roof to cave in. 
The uproar exceeded their fears. The matriarch of the clan was out- 
raged. How dare I bring dishonor on the name of the Duong clan? She 
pronounced that she would boycott the banquet. Everyone else in the 
clan said they would follow her example. My parents were crushed. 
They knew the relatives would be upset, but they had not expected 
them to be so heartless. By this time, I had become so emotionally 
drained that I no longer cared. The idea of a wedding banquet was my 
parents’, anyway, not mine. I would have gladly done without all the 
fuss and bother. They had insisted on it, because without a formal ban- 
quet to publicly seal the union, everyone would say that my marriage 
was not legitimate and that I was only Dave's mistress. 

The guest list started out very short. But then, relatives began to get 
curious about the American groom. My aunts and uncles, the generation 
below that of the rigid matriarch, were the most intrigued, and several 
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of them accepted our invitation. With Dave being a foreigner and his 
family in America, we had to dispense with the traditional rituals. On 
the wedding day, Dave and I went to the office of the chief of police for 
District Two for the civil ceremony, conducted entirely in French in the 
belief that a Western language would sound more comprehensible to an 
American than Vietnamese. Fortunately, Dave had studied French and 
understood enough to say “Oui” at the right moment. With my “Oui,” 
we were declared man and wife. That evening, we hailed a taxicab, a 
tiny Renault that looked like a frog on wheels, and rode to the Chinese 
restaurant for the wedding banquet. I put on the brocade ao dai I had 
made for the occasion and the fake diamond tiara that middle-class 
bridesmaids wore at this time. This was considered a modern touch, a 
variation on the pin that French bridesmaids wore to hold their wed- 
ding veil in place. To my surprise, the private dining room was full. All 
my relatives pressed around, wanting to meet Dave. He delighted them 
with his gentlemanly demeanor and behavior, and especially with his 
Vietnamese. My father had coached him on what to say to give thanks 
to the guests. When my husband rose to express his appreciation for 
their presence in elegant and flowery Vietnamese, they exploded in 
applause. To my parents’ delight, the banquet turned out to be a huge 
success. 

Dave and I rented an apartment on a busy street near a market, in a 
small two-story building belonging to an overseas Chinese. It had one 
room, a bathroom, and a balcony that served as a kitchen. Bare wooden 
furniture set off the main room into three areas: a few arm chairs near the 
door indicated that this was the space for receiving our guests; an 
armoire and a bed marked our sleeping quarters; and a table and two 
chairs delineated our dining area. A ceiling fan provided a little relief 
from Saigon’s oppressive heat. Although the apartment was small, it 
was mine and Dave's, and so seemed special to me. An energetic and 
cheerful Chinese maid, introduced by the landlord, helped me out with 
the cleaning, shopping for food, and cooking. 

We settled into a tworcareer couple routine, seeing each other only 
at dinner. With our combined salaries, we were affluent by local stan- 
dards. With benefits like the cost of living allowance and extra pay for 
serving in a hardship post, Dave was earning about $700 a month, more 
than a Vietnamese cabinet minister. I was probably making the equiva- 
lent of about $60 working for Rand. Since I was not yet an American 
citizen, I got paid according to local salary scale. Later, once I got my 
U.S. citizenship, I would get compensated as an American, and my 
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salary jumped to $500 a month. I was happy, married and holding an 
interesting job. Conditions in the country, however, had been going 
from bad to worse. 

At the time of our wedding, Defense Secretary McNamara had 
toured Vietnam, and upon his return, had given President Johnson a grim 
assessment. He told LBJ that the Viet Cong had gained control over 
almost half of the country, that Saigon soldiers were deserting at an 
alarming rate, that the South Vietnamese government had no popular 
support, and that Khanh did not look like he could last. In retrospect, 
many people later on said that this would have been the point at which 
the United States should have recognized the daunting odds and disen- 
gaged, especially since vital American interests were not at stake. 
Instead, LBJ, believing that American credibility was on the line, made 
the fateful decision to get more deeply involved to save South Vietnam 
in spite of itself. The United States had to blunt Chinese expansion 
through proxies like Hanoi. If it failed, the communists would be 
encouraged to take over Southeast Asia. Instead of withdrawing 
American advisors from the South by the end of 1965, as President 
Kennedy had promised to do, Johnson sent more. He also intensified 
covert commando raids into the North and secretly sent American ships 
patrolling close to its shores to pinpoint its radar sites and map its 
coastal defenses. 

By the summer of 1964, Johnson found himself in a crisis. Increased 
American aid had failed to improve the situation. Hanoi was pouring 
more troops and supplies into the South down the Ho Chi Minh trail. 
In neighboring Laos, the government seemed about to topple under com- 
munist pressure. The U.S. presidential election was coming up in a few 
months, and a disintegration would hurt his chances for securing his 
own mandate. He would have to escalate American involvement yet fur- 
ther to prevent a debacle. The idea of bombing North Vietnam to stop 
it from sending reinforcements into the South had been considered for 
some time. Now Johnson had plans drawn up for this contingency. To 
avoid provoking China, the bombing would be limited. A resolution 
was drafted in secret to secure congressional approval. Then in August, 
claiming that the North had attacked American ships in the Tonkin 
Gulf, LBJ went to Congress and got the resolution passed with only 
two dissenting votes. American planes roared over North Vietnam in a 
limited reprisal. 

In Saigon, my family heaved a sigh of relief. My father said, “Finally, 
the Americans are striking at the head of the snake.” Like the Americans, 
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we thought this show of U.S. might would deter Hanoi and make it 
pause in its tracks. But the bombing did not scare Hanoi, and the flow 
of men and materiel did not abate. Not only that, the Viet Cong had the 
audacity to attack an American air base near Saigon. So Johnson escalat- 
ed again. He secretly bombed Laos to hammer the Ho Chi Minh trail as 
it threaded its way through that country before vanishing under the jun- 
gle canopy of central Vietnam. Still the communists gained momentum. 
By December 1964, they began to attack with large contingents, not 
just with small guerrilla units. Throughout the country, their forces 
were on the move. They occupied Binh Gia, only forty miles from 
Saigon, for about a week, and then cut to pieces the seven crack battal- 
ions supported by tanks, heavy artillery, and helicopters flown by 
American pilots that came to the rescue. Five American advisors died in 
the battle. 

This first large-scale operation, involving more than 1000 Viet 
Cong, stunned the Americans and alarmed the middle class. But worse 
was to come: Just before Christmas in 1964, Viet Cong agents pene- 
trated the Brinks Hotel in Saigon, housing American officers, and plant- 
ed a bomb that killed two and injured fifty-eight others. Now, it 
seemed, nowhere could be considered safe. Back in the United States, 
President Johnson, who had been elected as a “peace” candidate against 
the belligerent Barry Goldwater, had lost patience. He no longer want- 
ed to wait for the South Vietnamese to get their act together and pur- 
sue the war vigorously; he would step in with more American power 
and do it for them. He ordered American dependents to leave South 
Vietnam in January 1965 to remove them from what he knew would be 
a fiercer theater of war. 

My husband and I had been married for only nine months, and I did 
not want to be separated from him. Although I was an American depen- 
dent, I was not yet a U.S. citizen, and I was allowed to remain in 
Saigon. For a while, it did not look like we could stay for very long. In 
February 1965, the Viet Cong attacked the barracks for American advi- 
sors in Pleiku. American planes bombed a North Vietnamese barrack in 
retaliation. The Viet Cong attacked another base for American advisors 
a few days later. LBJ and his advisors decided to escalate the violence 
further. Henceforth, the bombing of the North would no longer be a tit- 
for-tat affair. Starting in March 1965, the bombing went on continu- 
ously. It would be expanded gradually in an attempt to exert more and 
more pressure on Hanoi and to salvage the situation in the South. With 
relatives still living in the North, we worried about their safety even as 
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we approved of stronger American action. My father said, “I hope the 
United States won't flatten the dikes and starve the people, and I hope 
it won't drop nuclear bombs.” General William C. Westmoreland, the 
new U.S. commander in Vietnam, worried that the Viet Cong would 
attack the American air base in Danang, and at his request, LB] sent 
3000 Marines to protect it. 

The situation only grew worse. The communists seemed poised to 
sweep across the central provinces and cut the South in half. The Saigon 
government crumbled. A group of young officers pressured General 
Khanh to resign, and named Air Marshall Nguyen Cao Ky as prime min- 
ister and a general by the name of Nguyen Van Thieu as chief of state. If 
the communists had chosen to stage coordinated attacks throughout the 
country, they might have won the war and taken over the South then 
and there. My family, and the middle class in general, lost heart. Their 
thoughts turned to fleeing. Rich people began to sell off their assets and 
leave the country. Among the Catholics who had fled south in 1954, 
there were rumors that their priests were making arrangements with 
Australia and Ceylon to move their flocks there en masse. My father 
heard that Australia had offered to make an island off its coast available 
for the settlement of refugees. According to this rumor, the island was 
large and wild, and the refugees would have to clear it and make it hab- 
itable. My father said that if Australia would take him and the family, 
even though they were not part of the Catholic flock, they would go. 
They were desperate enough to do whatever it would take to survive on 
this formidable island. (We do not know whether there was any truth 
to this rumor.) 

But when the Americans stepped in, my family’s flight was post- 
poned. Days after the Viet Cong overran the district capital of Dong 
Xoai, at the request of General Westmoreland, President Johnson 
ordered that 150,000 G.I.s be sent over as quickly as possible in the 
coming weeks to take over the fighting and stave off disaster. While 
Defense Secretary McNamara intended for the G.I.s only to turn the 
tide in Saigon’s favor and induce Hanoi to talk peace—and to do so 
quickly—General Westmoreland’s strategy aimed to win through a war 
of attrition. He planned to take on the North Vietnamese regular units 
that had infiltrated into the South—the core of the communist forces— 
in conventional attacks, and grind them down with his awesome fire- 
power and superior technology, killing more soldiers than Hanoi could 
train and replace. Eventually, his attrition would decimate the enemy, 
and he would mop up what was left of the communist forces and achieve 
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victory. While Americans took over the fighting, the South Vietnamese 
army, under the guidance of American advisors, would secure areas 
cleared of communists, pacify the countryside, and win the hearts and 
minds of the peasants over to the side of the government. 

The plan sounded good. In an America proud of being the world’s 
most powerful nation and still glowing from triumphs in Europe and 
Korea, there were few dissenting voices. But the war got out of control, 
miring the United States in a morass and wearing down the patience of 
the American public. Instead of giving up under the punishment meted 
out by the United States, as the Americans had expected, the commu- 
nists simply refused to abandon a goal they had fought for so long to 
achieve. President Kennedy had said that if the war were to be won, it 
would have to be won by the South Vietnamese themselves. Now, 
President Johnson and his team decided that since the South Vietnamese 
would not or could not do it for themselves, American soldiers and 
power would do it for them. Their misjudgment would lead to tragedy. 

For the middle class and my family, the G.I.s brought a bright ray of 
hope. We welcomed their landing. My father said, “We're incredibly 
lucky. We're such a small and weak country, and yet the Americans have 
decided to save us with their money and their own lives.” And they 
were coming in huge waves. By the end of 1967, the number would 
come close to half a million. The sheer size of America’s commitment 
staved off defeat for Saigon. The middle class shelved their plans to flee. 
As the Americans impatiently took over the war, they would settle back 
and watch, happy to let these big and burly foreigners—who seemed so 
much more anxious to win—do the dirty work for them. Many would 
devote their time and energy not to defeating the communists, but to 
raking in money from the huge American presence. In time, as this pres- 
ence battered their society, many among the middle class would become 
disillusioned. Many would turn against them and demand that they 
leave, in the hope that their departure would end a bloody civil war and 
allow the South to become a neutral state, insulated from the Cold War 
power struggle. But many wished they would stay on for as long as nec- 
essary, no matter how many years the fighting would last. 

In Saigon, we saw no evidence of the first Marine landing, except for 
photographs of Vietnamese girls draping garlands of flowers around the 
necks of the soldiers, which reassured us that they were really here. The 
next waves, though, flung the soldiers in a wider arc. By the time U.S. 
forces were in the hundreds of thousands, the Americans seemed to be 
everywhere. Along with the combat and support troops, there was also 
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a huge influx of civilians to build harbors, bases, roads, and bridges. In 
Saigon, the Americans took over the best houses and the largest build- 
ings, paying for leases that were exorbitant by local standards two to 
three years in advance and making the owners rich. But there was not 
enough housing to accommodate them, so they sparked a construction 
boom and a financial boon for contractors. Having so much money to 
spend, the Americans also started to take over the best bars, the best 
cafes, the best restaurants. Services sprang up practically overnight to 
cater to their many needs. Tu Do, the main commercial street in down- 
town Saigon, turned into an American quarter. Suddenly, gaudy sou- 
venir shops, tailors, and bars displaced the sleepy stores selling things 
like imported French food, fabrics, and jewelry. Because the Americans 
were also generous employers, paying more and setting less stringent 
conditions, maids flocked to their bases and households. Middle-class 
families started to grumble about how hard it had become to find good 
domestic help: Maids would rather work for Americans, at several times 
the usual salary, plus Sundays off, an annual vacation, and better food to 
boot. 

The city boomed, reaching a level of affluence that it had never 
known before, even while artillery shells and bombs were falling not far 
from its edges and B-52 strikes were rattling its glass windows. At key 
street corners, armed soldiers kept watch from behind sandbags. 
Military vehicles mingled with civilian traffic. But residents seemed 
oblivious. Life was so good for those who benefited from the money the 
United States was pouring in that, after the Americans went home, they 
would later refer to this period as the “golden age.” Imports financed by 
American aid continued to arrive. Motorcycles clogged the streets, 
spewing carbon monoxide that slowly killed its old trees. Luxury goods 
became more widely available. My parents got a refrigerator and their 
first television set. Even telephones, once rare, became easier to obtain, 
thanks to the Americans who had upgraded our network. My parents 
could not afford a telephone, but my brothers Giu and Luong, the most 
affluent of my siblings, each had one. Unlike in the North, there were 
no acute wartime shortages and no rationing. Rice production was 
falling sharply as peasants fled their land, but the Americans replaced 
the lost supplies with imports. Besides the legal imports, we could get 
an incredible array of goods that were siphoned off from the bulging 
American warehouses and Post Exchanges (PXs) and sold on the street. 
At social gatherings, black market Johnnie Walker whisky flowed. 


From this time onward, Saigon residents would become attached to 
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American consumer products, clinging to their favorite brands like a 
marketer’s dream come true. Years later, after the communists had taken 
over, we would get letters from relatives in Saigon listing precisely the 
goods they wanted us to ship back: Colgate toothpaste, Prell shampoo, 
Salem cigarettes, and so on. 

The newly affluent class included many who stole without qualm 
from the Americans. Some of the goods available on the black market 
had been pilfered from the U.S. military bases. We heard that some- 
times Vietnamese drivers would squirrel even large items like air condi- 
tioners and refrigerators out of these bases under a thick layer of rubbish. 
The Americans themselves were not immune to corruption, and some 
would accept bribes and turn the other way to let the Vietnamese carry 
out what they wanted. To the Vietnamese who got rich this way, tak- 
ing from the Americans was not really wrong, first of all because they 
were foreigners and normal ethical principles need not be applied to 
them, and, second, because they had so much that they would not miss 
what they lost. 

The upshot of billions of dollars circulating in a country the size of 
Texas was that people had more money to spend. Supply could not keep 
up with demand, and prices shot up. But although people grumbled 
about inflation, only those who were not benefiting financially from the 
war had a hard time making ends meet. The countryside and Saigon in 
particular became schizophrenic. At the bottom were the many peasants 
who were paying in lives and limbs lost, and in homes and fields 
destroyed by the war. At the top, life could not have been better for the 
corrupt officers and officials, for men and women working as clerks for 
the Americans, for building contractors, and for real estate owners. It 
was also good for those catering to the Americans’ needs, from prosti- 
tutes who could earn more than the head of a government ministry, to 
tailors, to cyclo and taxi drivers taking free-spending G.1.s around town 
on their furloughs, to the maids toiling for them. Some Vietnamese, 
watching greed displacing traditional values, complained that the 
American presence had turned society upside-down. In the old days, the 
social order was expressed in the saying “scholars first, peasants second, 
artisans third, and merchants fourth.” But now, according to these disil- 
lusioned traditionalists, this saying should be changed to “prostitutes 
first, cyclo drivers second, taxi drivers third, and maids fourth.” Money, 
not intellectual achievements or social usefulness, had become the yard- 
stick of success. This social upheaval finally turned some of these edu- 
cated Vietnamese against the American intervention, although they 
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knew it was keeping the communists at bay. While my family was dis- 
mayed over the impact of the American presence on our society, they 
accepted it as the price to pay to defeat the communists. 

The tempo of life in Saigon quickened. The city seemed much noisi- 
er, dirtier, and more crowded. The young in particular lived hurriedly, 
as though the good times would end too soon. To the dismay of their 
elders, they started to imitate the freer lifestyle of the Americans. 
Children of middle-class families attended “boom” parties, where they 
listened to loud rock music and gyrated to the latest dance from 
America. Or they crowded smoky nightclubs, where they could listen 
to singers aping Johnny Mathis or Elvis Presley. 

Side by side with this hedonism was the sad evidence of a crumbling 
society. Thousands and thousands of peasants were flocking into Saigon 
to escape the fighting in their villages. They eked out a living as best 
they could. On the sidewalks, we could see maimed people dragging 
themselves and begging for money. Street urchins—orphans or homeless 
children called the “dust of life”—pestered pedestrians, begging, steal- 
ing, offering to shine shoes, or on occasions even pimping. Right in the 
middle of downtown Saigon, I could see them sleeping on flattened 
cardboard boxes under the eaves of buildings. Lean-tos appeared in 
many areas, butting against the walls of villas or clogging stinking alleys 
as refugees tried to put a roof over their heads. Garbage piled up in many 
parts of the city. Near my parents’ house, a huge mound attracted 
swarms of flies and rats, as the slum behind their quarters swelled with 
more and more people. Destitute adults and children rummaged through 
it to find something they could salvage. Crime soared. In the street, we 
clung to our purses so that youths on motorcycles would have trouble 
snatching them from us. When we made our way through a crowded 
market, we kept a lookout for pickpockets cutting our purses open with 
razor blades. A lot of the middle class, including my family, accepted 
this social disintegration as the inevitable consequence of war. But oth- 
ers began to feel that the price for fighting off communism was getting 
too high, especially when they realized what American firepower was 
doing to the countryside. 

Our country seemed to have become a testing ground for American 
armaments. In their impatience to win, the Americans were applying 
their technological wizardry to improve old weapons and devise new 
ones at what to us appeared like incredible speed. They used sensors 
that could detect movement and even sniff the body odors of the com- 


munists as they trekked down the Ho Chi Minh trail; herbicides and 
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defoliants to clear jungles, mangrove swamps, and tree lines and to kill 
peasant crops that could go to feed the Viet Cong; converted DC3 
transport planes each equipped with machine guns that could spew out 
18,000 rounds a minute; B-52 strategic bombers, designed to carry 
nuclear warheads into the Soviet heartland but now called on to drop 
37,000 pounds of bombs each, either on suspected enemy sites or in tac- 
tical support of American and Saigon troops; huge howitzers; smart 
rockets; and all sorts of bombs, including Daisy Cutters that could each 
mow down an area the size of a football field; cluster bombs with hun- 
dreds of pellets that ripped into human bodies; and napalm bombs that 
burned their victims. 

All this firepower crushed the innocent peasants as well as the guer- 
rillas who moved among them. Like the French before them, the 
Americans found it hard to separate the combatants from the civilians. 
It was impossible for them to bomb, shell, and defoliate with surgical 
precision. And when they swept through villages on foot, it was diffi- 
cult to tell whom they should spare and whom they should punish. 
Relentless violence eventually drove one-fourth of the population in the 
countryside to flee from their villages. When my husband began to con- 
duct research for the Rand Corporation after his discharge from the 
army, we would see strings of refugee huts, one after another, along the 
highway leading into the Mekong Delta as we drove from Saigon to our 
new office in the provincial town of My Tho. Thousands of the dis- 
placed drifted into the cities, where many of their daughters went to 
work as bar girls and prostitutes. The hard-line anticommunists, how- 
ever, were not unduly alarmed by the sufferings visited upon the peas- 
ants. It was the cost of defeating the communists, they would say. Once 
in a while, though, the carnage would intrude. My parents would mur- 
mur, “So many are getting killed. How long is this going to go on?” And 
my mother would pray to Buddha to ease into nirvana the souls of the 
innocent dead. 

But no one I knew remained disturbed for long. On the whole, how- 
ever, the people in our circle of acquaintances just shut the death and 
destruction out of their minds. I too preferred not to think about it. At 
the beginning of the war, I was as much of a hardliner as any other mid- 
dle-class Saigonese. I had been brought up to believe that the commu- 
nists were evil incarnate and had to be wiped out, no matter what. And 
yet I did not hate all the communists; I respected many of the individu- 
als who made up this group, people like Thang and Hau, who had sac- 


rificed so much to kick out the French. It was in this frame of mind that 
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I started to work for the Rand Corporation in late 1964. As I inter- 
viewed Viet Cong for the research project, I began to see that there 
were many like my sister and her husband on the other side, who were 
not evil. They possessed some of the same admirable qualities. They 
were patriotic, self-sacrificing, determined, and courageous. They puz- 
zled me. I started to ask why it was that our side could not evoke the 
same response and bring out the same qualities in people. After all, the 
people I interviewed, and my sister and her husband, were Vietnamese 
too—-and yet they were behaving so differently. They were responding 
to something that touched them deeply. 

That something, called a “just cause” by the men and women I talked 
to, was what our side had failed to provide. Their just cause was com- 

osed of nationalism—driving out the Americans, healing the gash that 
cut the fatherland in two, and reunifying it—and also a program that 
promised to bring the poor a better future. But the communists had more 
than a popular cause. They also had the organization and the discipline 
to channel the people’s support toward victory. Gradually it dawned on 
me that it was not communist cleverness or trickery that was making us 
lose. We were losing because of ourselves, because we had been unable 
to come up with a system, an ideology, and a leadership that could tap 
these same qualities in the people, inspire them, and pull them together 
in the same direction to win the struggle. I realized that I could not 
blame those that fought on the other side for our own failure to offer a 
more attractive alternative. Although I did not come to embrace their 
beliefs, I began to view them less harshly and I stopped thinking that 
they ought to be exterminated. 

My job at Rand was to administer a detailed questionnaire that the 
two professors had designed to elicit information about a whole range 
of topics—economic, social, political, and cultural. The objective of the 
study commissioned by the Defense Department—Rand’s main client — 
was to determine who the Viet Cong were, what background they came 
from, what made them join, and what motivated them to stay in the 
guerrilla movement against such daunting odds. At this time, the Viet 
Cong were really faceless enemies to the Americans, and McNamara 
wanted to learn why their fighting and motivation were so much better 
than that of the troops on the Saigon side. 

The Vietnamese leaders thought they knew and therefore did not feel 
the urge to find out. I, too, thought I knew, but the sum of my knowl- 
edge was really just an amalgam of prejudices. The first interview I did 
made me realize how ignorant I was. I arrived at the jail carrying what 
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were to become my standard props: a pack of American cigarettes to put 
my interviewee at ease and break the ice, my questionnaire, a notebook, 
and a pen to jot down answers, follow-up questions, and my impressions 
at the end of the day. Later, I would add a portable tape recorder. I was 
nervous, unsure of how the session would go. I had believed that among 
the Viet Minh, educated people like Hau and Thang were the exception 
rather than the rule, and so fully expected to meet an ignorant and 
brutish worker or peasant, someone with “the head of a buffalo and the 
face of a horse,” as we in the middle class used to describe the commu- 
nist followers. In short, someone uncouth, stupid, and not quite human. 

The jail officer was shocked to see me, a nicely dressed young woman 
coming to such a grim place to do such an unpleasant job. He no doubt 
expected a tough interrogator. But the Americans had sent me, so he was 
not going to ask any questions. His reaction seemed to say, “Nothing 
these Americans do can astonish me.” He took me to a bare interrogation 
room. After a few minutes, the door opened, and in came a man briskly. 
His amazement lasted a bare couple of seconds. I greeted him and he nod- 
ded politely, then sat down and waited. I could tell he was putting him- 
self on guard. He could see the situation: I was the classic “soft” touch, 
the sympathetic interrogator who came in to get information out of him 
after the tough jailers had done their questioning with threats, beating, 
perhaps even torture. I studied him. He was a dignified middle-aged 
man, with the authoritative demeanor of someone used to leading oth- 
ers. He did not look like an ignorant brute. I offered him a cigarette, 
which he refused—he did not want to touch something so American. As 
I started to read questions off my list, he began to relax. 

Perhaps it was the nature of the questions—it was obvious that I 
was not after operational information and that I was not pressing for 
hard intelligence data that could betray his comrades. Perhaps it was 
me—my youth and my innocence. Instead of laughing at me and my 
sometimes naive follow-up questions, he took me seriously and 
answered patiently. He opened up and started to talk at great length 
about his life, his family, his village, and his experience in the Viet 
Minh and the Viet Cong. It was, I sensed, the first time since his cap- 
ture that someone had treated him like a human being and expressed an 
interest in him as a person. Although he had not had an advanced for- 
mal education, he was articulate and eloquent. He understood so much 
more than I, with my American college degree, about the revolutionary 
forces that had driven people like him to fight. He understood far more 
the conditions and aspirations of the peasants than I, insulated all my 
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life in the cities, in French schools, and then in an American college. He 
had my complete attention. 

I too began to relax, and my natural curiosity took over. I asked so 
many follow-up questions that, at the end of the initial session, I had 
barely covered a few pages. I think it took me about a week to finish the 
questionnaire. I walked away from this first interview rattled by what 
I had learned. My subject had impressed me as a man with deep convic- 
tion and great courage; in fact, he had more integrity than anyone I had 
met in Saigon in a long time. He might be misguided from my point of 
view, but he believed utterly in his cause, to the point of devoting his 
entire life and putting up with incredible hardships to achieve it. He 
believed that the Viet Minh would free his country from foreign domi- 
nation and reunify it under a regime that would bring social justice and 
equality to the poor. He looked at himself as proof: a poor peasant who 
had been elevated to a position of leadership. Of course, one interview 
could not change my views right away. But it did raise troubling ques- 
tions in my mind. Who were the good guys and who were the bad guys? 
At one time, I thought I knew. Now, the situation no longer seemed so 
black and white. 

I caught the professors’ project at its tail end, as they were wrapping 
up their interview phase. Right after they completed their project in 
mid-December 1964, a new Rand team started to pursue a different 
twist on the topic of enemy morale: How the Viet Cong were bearing 
up under the impact of different types of American weapon systems and 
military operations. As the months went by after the G.I.s arrived in 
1965 and the war intensified, the number of prisoners as well as defec- 
tors for us to interview grew by leaps and bounds. Most of the defectors 
had left for personal reasons, some because they had been harshly criti- 
cized for taking up with a girl out of wedlock, some out of sheer exhaus- 
tion from the unrelenting violence of the war. But some also left out of 
disillusionment, not over the aims of the Viet Cong, but over their tac- 
tics such as assassinating South Vietnamese officials and other people 
who opposed them. The Rand staff had expanded with the arrival of 
experts to conduct several new studies intended to help Washington 
measure how well it was waging war. I did interviews for the team 
assessing the impact of bombing on communist troops’ morale. Another 
team measured the impact of defoliation. The Rand villa, formerly a 
quiet place, now became crowded with the addition of a dozen more 
interviewers, and the two largest upstairs rooms were turned into 
offices. When they were not out talking to prisoners or defectors, the 
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interviewers would be at their desks transcribing their tapes. Manual 
typewriters rattled as secretaries put the translated transcriptions into 
final form for mimeographing. 

I and the other interviewers started to make field trips to province 
jails and defection centers. All were depressing destinations, the defec- 
tion centers more so than the jails. At least the prisoners, for the most 
part, still believed in their cause and hoped that their side would win 
one day. The defectors no longer had a cause to keep them going. After 
spilling their guts to the Saigon side and the Americans to ensure lenient 
treatment, they sat or wandered around aimlessly, waiting for the day 
when they would be released. To me, they all looked tired and anxious. 
They knew that they had not really bought safety for themselves by opt- 
ing out of the war, for it still might claim them in a bombing or sweep 
operation. The Saigon side might draft them into its army as cannon fod- 
der, or the Viet Cong might retaliate against them for their treason. Of 
these possibilities, the latter was the most likely. Later, many of the 
defectors would end up joining American-sponsored Province 
Reconnaissance Units or the Phoenix Program after these were set up to 
hunt down their own former comrades; some would do this out of self- 
preservation, others to strike back at those they felt had wronged them. 

While I was working for Rand in Saigon, Dave completed his mili- 
tary tour of duty and had taken a job with Rand himself. His stay had 
made him intensely interested in Vietnam and the communist movement, 
so he deferred going back to graduate school in order to research in 
depth the evolution of the communist insurgency in Dinh Tuong 
Province—as a microcosm of the insurgency in the South—which 
required him to spend the week in My Tho in the delta. The extension 
of his stay allowed me to continue seeing my family, pursue my fascinat- 
ing work for Rand, and build up our savings to pay for his graduate stud- 
ies, so I happily went along with his decision. He had been commuting 
back and forth from the delta, rejoining me on the weekend in a villa 
that we were now renting. The commute was dangerous, because the 
one and only highway connecting the two cities was a death trap— 
mined in the night by the Viet Cong, cleared in the morning, and then 
mined again. He assured me that he was not running any risk and that he 
traveled only after the road had been cleared. Unconvinced, I decided to 
move to My Tho and put an end to this commute. So, one day, we 
loaded our belongings into a rented black Citroën and left Saigon. 

On the highway with the sun beating down mercilessly in the early 
afternoon, our car broke down, right across from a brick kiln. Dave 
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hailed a soldier on a motorcycle, one of the few vehicles racing down the 
road at a time of day when no one went outdoors who did not have to. 
The soldier almost fell off his bike when he saw Dave, but was kind 
enough to stop and pick him up. While my husband rushed off with him 
to summon help from the district town ahead, I sat waiting in the sti- 
fling car. I wondered who would get me first: Viet Cong guerrillas 
emerging from rice fields bordering the road, or a jeepload of soldiers 
driving down the highway. I should have worried instead about the 
brick kiln, which, as we found out later, was a Viet Cong snipers’ nest. 
Perhaps it was too hot that day for even snipers to be abroad, because 
nothing happened. Dave finally arrived with a mechanic who brought 
the car back to life, and we motored on to our new home. I started work- 
ing for my husband’s project. I continued to do interviews, but now 
spent most of my time transcribing and translating those done by Dave's 
staff of three. 

The occasional interviews I did were with defectors, to spare myself 
the visits to the jails, of which I had grown weary. While working for 
the Rand office in Saigon, I had made several trips to prisons like the 
Military Interrogation Center (MIC) and the National Interrogration 
Center (NIC). MIC was the grimmer of the two. Security was tight, 
with rows of concertina and barbed wire and guards at the entrance to 
keep out intruders. I always had the feeling there that I was secretly 
being observed. The interrogation rooms were small, dank, and gloomy, 
and I was never sure whether the dark stains I saw were bloodstains or 
something less sinister. Once, noticing a contraption on the ceiling that 
looked like it was part of a pulley, I pointed to it and asked my inter- 
viewee, “What’s that?” After a moment’s hesitation, he murmured, 
“That’s to make us ride the airplane.” I was staring at an instrument of 
torture that allowed a jailer to loop a rope through the ring, bind a pris- 
oner’s ankles and arms at a sharp angle behind his back, and then yank 
him off the ground. If the jailer exerted the pressure fully, he could pull 
the prisoner's arms and knees out of their sockets. Other, more defiant 
prisoners told me, unprompted, that they had been beaten or had had 
soapy water poured down their throats and noses; that they had been 
struck repeatedly on the palms of their feet; that they had been subject- 
ed to electric shocks. Other colleagues at Rand also heard similar stories 
from prisoners, so the tortures must have been prevalent. We guessed 
that these prisoners were hoping that we could do something to air their 
grievances and improve their treatment, believing that since we were 
working for the Americans we must have had some influence. We knew 
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that the government would retaliate against us and our families if we 
protested or made the grievances public, so we just reported the stories 
we heard to the people at Rand. But neither they nor the American offi- 
cials in Saigon could stop the mistreatment. Even the exposure in the 
American media of the “tiger cages’—where prisoners were chained in 
underground cells even after they became crippled, were denied food, 
and had lime thrown at them—and the resulting outcry in the United 
States could not put an end to the mistreatment. 

With Hanoi sending more of its soldiers into the South, I and other 
interviewers began to find more prisoners who had infiltrated from the 
North. I noticed a difference in my interviews between guerrillas from 
the South and regulars from the North. Both believed in the same cause, 
but the North Vietnamese had come to it more easily, having been 
brought up in the system and constantly indoctrinated in it. The south- 
ern Viet Cong had to come to it and accepted it as part of a more con- 
scious decision. After Tet 1968, when the war had turned really brutal 
and was grinding down the southern native forces, many peasants, tired 
of the Viet Cong demand for manpower and taxes and exhausted by the 
war, were not as ready as before to join and fight with the guerrillas. 
My husband and I would be gone by 1968, but when we came back in 
1971-72 so Dave could study the communist movement further, he 
could see this impact of Tet in his research. 

In that early period, some of the Viet Cong prisoners as well as 
defectors also joined out of dissatisfaction with the Saigon regime. 
Usually, what pushed them to acting on their sympathy for the commu- 
nist side was the behavior of the government itself. In fact, at the begin- 
ning, Saigon was unwittingly the best ally the Viet Cong had in recruit- 
ing peasants. Landlords came back with soldiers to collect back rent at 
gunpoint; soldiers swept through villages stealing from and roughing 
up, even murdering peasants; artillery shells landed on the peasants’ 
houses, maiming and killing their relatives; officials conscripted vil- 
lagers to build strategic hamlets and then coerced them to move there. I 
remember one interview with a woman defector who gave me a graph- 
ic description of the construction of the strategic hamlet into which she 
and her family were eventually relocated. It reminded me of a scene from 
one of my history books, of a time when a Chinese emperor forced a mul- 
titude of peasants to erect the Great Wall with their bare hands. 
Incidents like these convinced the villagers that the Saigon government 
was “tyrannical,” which angered them and made them receptive to the 
Viet Cong. 

Talking to the peasants of the South who had made that jump of no 
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return into the communist camp, I felt what my sister Thang had felt 
when she lived among the destitute villagers of the North: deep sympa- 
thy. I could understand why these southern farmers decided that they 
had to fight to get rid of a regime—backed by a foreign power-—that 
treated them and their families this way. I could no longer bring myself 
to hate these Viet Cong. Also, as I looked at these peasants who had so 
little, I felt moved by their accounts of how the violence of war was 
impacting their already hard lives, in a way that impersonal reports in 
Newsweek and. Time had not. I began to wonder whether it was right to 
ask the peasants to suffer so to keep communism at bay. How could com- 
munism be worse than what they were going through? One day, Martha 
Gellhorn, an American reporter, asked me to accompany her to a hospi- 
tal and translate for her. On this visit, I saw for the first time what the 
weapons were doing to real human beings. I saw children and adults 
who had lost limbs. I saw eyes staring out of heads swathed in bloody 
bandages. I saw a woman who had been burned by a phosphorous bomb, 
with peeling skin showing pink and raw flesh underneath. I knew this 
was only a fraction of the toll in human misery. I left shaken and more 
convinced than before that it was unfair to make the peasants bear the 
brunt of the suffering to save my family and other middle-class families 
from a communist system they felt they could not live under. 

The results of the Donnell and Zasloff study for Rand on Viet Cong 
motivation and morale were presented to Washington at the end of 
1964. After hearing the briefing, Defense Secretary McNamara’s top 
aide said, “If what you say is true, we're fighting on the wrong side.” 
The United States was putting its money, power, and credibility on the 
line in a country where the side it was fighting against was determined 
and well motivated, while the side it was fighting for was venal and 
lacking in commitment. The observations drawn by the Rand research 
team were shared by many Americans in the field. Like the French 
before them, many American officers could not help feeling impressed by 
the motivation, tenacity, and bravery of the Viet Cong. A U.S. general 
even called the Viet Cong “the best enemy” America had faced in its his- 
tory. But neither the Rand report nor the reservations of these officers 
and other American officials changed Washington’s policy. 

Besides giving me an insight into the morale and motivation of the 
Viet Cong guerrillas and the political forces at work in the countryside, 
the interviews also allowed me to see how the war was evolving. At the 
start of the insurgency, the guerrillas armed with obsolete weapons— 
muskets and World War II vintage rifles—attacked in small bands, 
striking at outposts, and ambushing Saigon troops. By 1959, with 
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southerners who had regrouped to the North returning to reinforce their 
ranks, and with weapons from China infiltrated into the South, they 
began forming regional and main force units that would take on bigger 
targets and larger Saigon units. Then, as the Americans entered the com- 
bat with search-and-destroy operations and conventional frontal attacks, 
the battles grew bigger, bloodier, and fiercer, and the North 
Vietnamese regulars would take on the brunt of the fighting. As 
American firepower increased, the communists kept pace; by 1967 the 
Soviet Union had supplied them with automatic rifles, rockets, and big 
antiaircraft guns (toward the end of the war they would have tanks and 
surface-to-air missiles). Prisoners and defectors I talked to would 
describe fearsome B-52 strikes and the crushing force of the bomb explo- 
sions, attacks by napalm, assaults by helicopters armed with rapid-fir- 
ing machine guns, battles when phosphorous flares lit up the sky, or the 
spraying of defoliants that made them sick. 

Even though my interviews made me more sympathetic to the North 
Vietnamese and the guerrillas, I had not yet reached the point where I 
wanted the United States to pull out and settle the war peacefully. 1 
feared that once the shield of American power was removed, the com- 
munists would sweep the hapless Saigon regime aside and my family 
would suffer, with nowhere else for them to run and hide. For me, their 
well-being still came first. I could not discard so easily the loyalty bred 
into me over a lifetime. I hated the war and I wanted peace, but a peace 
that would keep the communists from winning. I began to wish that the 
group of people dubbed the Third Force, who were neither pro- 
American nor procommunist, would succeed in rallying the people, pre- 
empting a communist victory, and bringing an end to the war, so that 
my family would be able to live as they had before, under a noncommu- 
nist government. I was the only person in my family to have this fanta- 
sy. My parents distrusted the Third Force, considering them dupes of 
the Viet Cong who would hand South Vietnam over to Hanoi once neu- 
trality was achieved and the Americans had left. Dave thought the 
Third Force was in disarray, had no popular base, and no hope of achiev- 
ing its aims. 

As the war ground on, my family, like most of the middle class, con- 
tinued to stay out of it, as we had before. Young Americans were being 
drafted and sent to over to fight and die on our behalf. But the Saigon 
government, afraid of antagonizing the middle class, which formed its 
main base of support, had not yet seen fit to institute a general mobi- 
lization. No one in my immediate family had been killed or wounded in 
active duty. Even after general mobilization was decreed in the wake of 
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the Tet Offensive in 1968, middle-class families like mine could wran- 
gle desk jobs for their sons called up by the draft to keep them out of 
combat. My brother Luong, for example, who was still in the army, had 
desk jobs in the ordnance branch and then in a military tribunal and 
spent his time mostly in the safety of cities like Nha Trang and Saigon. 
Among my brothers, Giu was the one who came the closest to any fight- 
ing in this period—as a civilian rather than as a military man, however. 

Fresh back from his studies in France, Giu got a job managing South 
Vietnam's only cement works in the remote town of Ha Tien, near Ca 
Mau at the tip of the country. Ha Tien was a showcase, one of the few 
industrial complexes that the country could boast during the war. 
Unfortunately, it also sat on the edge of a major Viet Cong infiltration 
route. From their sanctuary in Cambodia, the communists were funnel- 
ing arms and supplies in transit toward the U Minh Forest, one of their 
most formidable bases in the South. The trans-shipment point was a 
reinforced stronghold buried in the hills a few kilometers from the 
cement works. When Giu first went down to the factory site, the area 
was still insecure. A forest of indigo plants covered it as far as the eye 
could see. Viet Cong guerrillas operated freely. 

Gradually, a large swath of indigo plants was cleared and the forest 
was pushed back. The factory and the district town grew. Vietnamese 
Rangers were stationed in the forest and security improved, only to 
deteriorate again after the overthrow of President Diem. The situation 
finally stabilized with the arrival of the G.L.s, whose presence freed the 
Saigon army to conduct operations in areas like Ha Tien. Fearful that 
their retreat toward Ca Mau would be blocked, the Viet Cong region- 
al forces withdrew, leaving the guerrillas behind to conduct occasional 
small attacks. Three American advisors arrived in the district town, part 
of the contingent of officers that the U.S. command was inserting into 
the South Vietnamese army chain of command to stiffen its backbone 
and improve its performance. They lived separately from the Vietnamese 
military district chief whom they advised and his staff, and tried to re- 
create as best they could a slice of suburban America in this remote cor- 
ner: Between the three of them, they shared two Jeeps, a refrigerator, an 
air conditioner, and a generator—incredible luxuries to the locals-—that 
had been brought down by air. 

The Americans also brought other technical marvels: sensors planted 
in the border region to detect motion and even the body odors of the 
Viet Cong, radar, and rifles equipped with infrared night vision— 
which the Viet Cong learned to foil by smearing mud over their bodies. 
The Americans also brought awesome firepower. Anytime they thought 
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they detected Viet Cong troop movement, they would radio for “harass- 
ment and interdiction shelling.” They also could call in air support. 
Most awesome of all, they could summon B-52 strikes. My brother 
remembers well the time when these strategic bombers attacked. After 
some Saigon troops got pinned down trying to clear out a Viet Cong 
battalion that had massed in their hilly stronghold, the American advi- 
sor called for fighter jet support. But the bombing and strafing had no 
effect on the communists, who were well entrenched inside their caves. 
Finally, the Americans brought in a B-52 strike to rain bombs on the 
hillside. The caves collapsed under the powerful explosions, burying the 
communists alive. The local people said that for days afterward they 
could hear the cries of the Viet Cong dying in their mountain graves. In 
Ha Tien, as in many areas of the country, the war settled into a stale- 
mate, with neither side able to deliver the knockout punch. In spite of 
the resources and firepower they threw into the fray, the Americans 
could not tip the balance decisively in Saigon’s favor, either in Ha Tien 
or elsewhere. 

But the huge American commitment did blunt the communist drive 
and buy time for Saigon. Instead of using that time wisely to consolidate 
the gains against the Viet Cong, however, the generals were squander- 
ing it in endless squabbles. By this time, they had monopolized power 
in Vietnam. The only faction that could have challenged them—the 
Buddhists—-had. been squashed for good. In September 1967, a sem- 
blance of stability returned. General Thieu finally outmaneuvered his 
rival Ky and became president in an election held at the urging of 
President Johnson. The election produced a surprise for the Americans: 
A candidate who advocated an end to the war got the second largest 
number of votes. Thieu quickly had him thrown in jail for five years. 
The new government did not gain in stature or popularity. Yet it did not 
matter, because Thieu had the support of the Americans, who at this 
point were backing him by default, to avoid making a bad situation 
worse. And he could buy loyalty from his key commanders through a 
growing web of corruption. Province and district chiefs could buy their 
posts, rake in money by diverting funds or trafficking in military sup- 
plies—and in some cases even smuggling drugs—pay their kickbacks to 
those above, and still make a fortune. My father, watching the shenani- 
gans of the generals and officials, would shake his head in disgust and 
tell me, “With leaders like these, I’m not at all surprised that we're not 
making any headway against the Viet Cong. It must be terribly frus- 
trating for the Americans to be the patrons of such greedy idiots. One of 
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these days, the Americans will have enough and they'll pack up and go 
home, leaving us to fend for ourselves.” My father, however, was speak- 
ing in anger, for he thought the Americans would not leave until they 
had won. 

It was not surprising to anyone that many of the foot soldiers were 
not willing to die for a regime with such cynical leaders, a regime that 
talked about democracy and clean government but never acted on its 
promises. They saw no point in trying to win the goodwill of the peas- 
ants for a regime in which they themselves did not believe. Often, when 
they went on operation, they stole from the villagers. (Once, Giu saw 
soldiers coming back from a sweep pulling an ox at the back of an 
armored personnel carrier.) Other problems that plagued an unmotivat- 
ed army were a high desertion rate and, after general mobilization came 
into force, widespread draft dodging. As a military prosecutor, my 
brother Luong saw a long parade of people who tried to get out of the 
fighting. By this time, through hard work, Luong had embarked on a 
new career. After going to school part-time while serving in the ord- 
nance branch of the army, he had obtained a law degree, which allowed 
him to switch to the military tribunal, the harshest in the land—at least 
for those without the connection or the money to obtain a favorable out- 
come from the presiding judge. It tried criminal cases involving the mil- 
itary, as well as civilian cases that fell under the broad rubrics of “dis- 
turbing order and security,” “treason,” and “hoarding and speculation.” 

After a few months serving as a military prosecutor drawing a small 
government salary, my brother decided to get out of the army and set up 
a private practice to make more money, defending the accused in the 
same military tribunal where he had served as a prosecutor. He found 

clients quickly, as the military tribunal had a heavy docket. They mir- 
rored the times: from deserters, draft dodgers, and people charged with 
trading with or working for the communists to political activists 
accused of disturbing order and security or of treason. Some of these 
clients had powerful connections or were rich, and usually prearranged 
the outcome of their trials. They hired Luong as their defense lawyer 
only to maintain the facade that justice was being exercised; yet my 
brother, and his colleagues in the legal profession, did not question the 
charade, shrugging it off as the way things were in Saigon. Fortunately, 
in his private practice, Luong had opportunities to help people who did 
not have the wherewithal to engineer their verdict and for whom the 
trials were real, such as deserters and draft dodgers from impoverished 
families. He did not seek them out or become their champion, but for 
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those who came to him for help, he would argue their cases for free and, 
since their guilt was evident, try to get them a reduced sentence. 

By the end of 1967, the statistics looked favorable to the Americans. 
Slightly more than half a million G.I.s had arrived to fight in Vietnam. 
Planes had been pounding both the North and South, and had dropped. 
a million and a half tons of bombs. The body count had been favorable 
for General Westmoreland’s troops, and in conventional battles where 
he could use helicopters and B-52s, such as at la Drang, the kill ratio had 
been encouraging. Yet although he seemed to be winning most of the 
battles, Westmoreland had reached only a stalemate. He had arrived at 
this plateau after paying a stiff price: 15,000 G.I.s had died between 
1965 and 1967. The communists continued to hang tough, believing 
that no matter how bad a drubbing they could get, time was on their 
side. Simply by not losing, they would win in the end. They were right. 
Back in the United States, the higher taxes to finance the added military 
expenditures, the accelerated draft to recruit soldiers for Vietnam, and 
the mounting casualties all eroded support for the war. Public patience 
began to wear thin. More and more, the American people started to 
question the wisdom of sacrificing American lives for communist lives, 
no matter how good the kill ratio, to defend a cause that appeared to 
them increasingly dubious. To shore up support, LBJ summoned 
Westmoreland home to tell the public that the enemy was on the ropes 
and that light could be seen at the end of the tunnel. But soon after 
Westmoreland uttered that optimistic prediction, the Viet Cong made 
a mockery of it with the Tet Offensive. 

My husband and I happened to be in Saigon when this happened. 
After two years in My Tho, we decided that it was time for us to return 
to the United States so Dave could finish his doctorate and prepare for 
the future and a more permanent job. His stay in Vietnam and his 
research for Rand had changed his area of interest from Brazil to Asia, 
and he now wanted to get a Ph.D. in comparative government focusing 
on Vietnam and China. Both of these countries had gone through and 
were still experiencing tremendous upheavals (the Cultural Revolution 
had begun in China at this time), and he wanted to understand more 
about the causes and dynamics of their revolutions, and the changes they 
had wrought. Asia fascinated him intellectually, but it also held him 
emotionally because of me, my family, and all the Vietnamese he had 
befriended. He already spoke Vietnamese fluently, but had never stud- 
ied Chinese, so he thought he should spend six months in Taiwan 
(China was still a closed country at the time) immersing himself in an 
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intensive Chinese-language course as a preparation for switching his aca- 
demic focus to Asia. 

It was difficult for us to tear away and leave Vietnam, but Dave’s 
study had been interrupted for four years already while he worked in 
Saigon and My Tho. War and revolution is the human experience at its 
most intense and dramatic, and the conflict here was no exception. 
Terrible as it was, it held us in thrall, especially since our own countries 
and our own people were the combatants. It was not our life here that 
made us reluctant to leave. Our stay in the provincial town was simply 
tolerable: I had no relatives here, we knew few people, and there was 
little for us to do but read in our spare time. Here, as in Saigon, people 
acted hostile toward me whenever they saw me in public places with 
Dave. They treated me with contempt, either because they took me for 
a prostitute or a bar girl or because they abhorred my marrying an 
American. Rather, it was our fascinating work and the dramatic events 
in Vietnam that were the lure. Each interview gave us more insight into 
the communist movement that was thwarting American power, as did 
each trip Dave made into the countryside; each day brought fresh devel- 
opments to Vietnam, making us feel as if we were watching history 
unfold. Unlike the American soldiers, however, our lives were never in 
real danger, and we did not have to witness the terrors that they expe- 
rienced, and which gave them a very different perspective on Vietnam. 
They lived a war; we lived an adventure. Dave was more reluctant to 
leave than J, because he wanted to see how things would unfold in 
Vietnam and also because he thought he still had much more to learn 
about the communist movement there. I was more practical, and feared 
that the longer Dave stayed away from academia the harder it would be 
for him to resume his studies. I wanted us to go back to America and 
start building our future as soon as possible, even if this meant another 
long separation from my family. Like me, Dave left changed by what he 
had seen in Vietnam. He had arrived believing that America was doing 
the right thing in defending South Vietnam against communist conquest. 
But the destruction troubled him, and he could see that the United 
States was hurting rather than helping the very people it had come to 
rescue, and that its strategy was not working. He left My Tho with 
many questions about the American involvement, but without any idea 
as to what the solution ought to be. 

A few months after getting settled in Taichung, then a quiet town in 
central Taiwan, we came back to visit my family for Tet. Both sides in 
the war had agreed to a truce for the holiday and to silence their guns 


330 == Just cause 


so that the people could usher in the new year in peace. Everything 
seemed normal. My parents prepared for a traditional celebration. Since 
they could not accommodate us in their tiny house, my husband and I got 
permission to stay at the Rand villa on Pasteur Street, which served as 
both office and living quarters for the American staff. The U.S. embassy 
and the presidential palace were located nearby. 

No one had any inkling the communists were massing their forces for 
a huge coordinated offensive throughout the country. There was much 
concern about Khe Sanh, where American troops were under siege, and 
which some had been calling another Dien Bien Phu. But it turned out 
that Khe Sanh was only a diversionary move; what the communists had 
in mind was an entirely different historical precedent. They were going 
to stage not another Dien Bien Phu, but Emperor Quang Trung’s Tet 
offensive in the eighteenth century—when he attacked the invading 
Ch’ing troops by surprise, slaughtered them, marched triumphant into 
the capital of Hanoi, and then proceeded to free the country from 
Chinese domination. 

During the night of January 30, 1968, Dave and I were sound asleep 
near the window that looked in the direction of the American embassy. 
Suddenly, we heard gunfire. Our first thought was, “Someone’s attack- 
ing the presidential palace. It must be another coup d'etat.” Because of 
the curfew, we could not go out into the street to check. We listened 
for a while, and then went back to sleep. The next morning, we 
learned that we had heard the Viet Cong attack the embassy. It was 
hardly the only major target, though certainly the most visible and the 
most significant in the eyes of the American public and the world. The 
Viet Cong had also struck at the presidential palace, the Joint General 
Staff and Navy headquarters, the radio station 
thwarted before they could broadcast an appeal to the people to rise 
up and overthrow the Saigon regime—police posts, and army barracks, 
among others. Not only that, the Viet Cong had also staged assaults in 
more than a hundred cities and towns, up and down the coast, all over 
the country. 

Militarily, the Viet Cong’s attacks in Saigon were little more than 
pinpricks. The downtown area returned to normal quickly. In terms of 
their effect on morale and public opinion, however, they were potent. 
The Viet Cong had struck not just remote villages, but the very heart of 
the capital city. As soon as it was safe to circulate in the street, we went 
to visit my parents. Their initial shock had worn off, and they were 
relieved that the attacks had been scattered and small. Still, they were 
apprehensive. They feared that the communists might fire rockets into 
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the city, and even more they feared that Viet Cong agents would go 
through the neighborhood to look for people employed in the South 
Vietnamese government and kill them. My parents had heard rumors 
that this had happened in a quarter on the edge of town after the Viet 
Cong penetrated it. They kept their front door locked and the window 
that looked out into the alley tightly shut. 

My parents were right to have been concerned. During the offensive, 
the Viet Cong captured and held the city of Hue for twenty-five days. 
Before they took over the city, the communists had prepared for elimi- 
nation a list of government officials, military officers, and civilians who 
were hostile to their side or were collaborating closely with Saigon. 
When they occupied Hue, the communists went from house to house 
rounding up those mentioned on their list. After the Viet Cong with- 
drew, some 3000 bodies would be discovered in mass graves; many had 
been shot, beaten to death, or buried alive. It was news like this that 
terrified the middle class and hardened their attitude toward the Viet 
Cong. To them, a prolonged war seemed more attractive than a peace 
that could get them slaughtered. The battle for Hue turned the former 
imperial capital into a city of mourning. Both sides inflicted suffering on 
the residents. After they took back the city, Saigon assassination teams 
came in to kill those who had collaborated with the Viet Cong during 
their brief occupation, throwing the corpses into some of the same mass 
graves that had held the victims of the communists. The Americans 
reduced parts of the city to rubble with their furious air and artillery 
strikes. In all, death claimed 5000 communist soldiers, 400 Saigon 
troops, and 150 U.S. Marines. 

The Marines’ house-to-house battle for Hue was only one of the many 
searing images of Tet. The ruins of Ben Tre—a town flattened by the 
Americans in an attempt to “save” it—were another. But the most grue- 
some was the television footage of General Loan, the head of the police, 
executing a Viet Cong prisoner in the street of Saigon. The picture of 
him calmly firing his pistol point-blank into the temple of the prisoner 
confirmed in the minds of millions of people around the world the bru- 
tality of the Saigon regime. Tet took a terrible toll on the Americans, the 
Viet Cong, and the South Vietnamese army. By March, 2000 G.1.s and 
4000 South Vietnamese soldiers had died, but the communists had suf- 
fered the heaviest casualties, losing a total of 50,000 soldiers. The offen- 
sive decimated the southern Viet Cong, who had carried out the brunt 
of the attacks. More and more North Vietnamese would funnel south to 
take their places. 

Before the offensive, the communist leadership exhorted their troops 


332 = just cause 


to go into combat with the prediction that victory was at hand, that 
they were about to liberate their countrymen in the South, and that the 
unhappy southern people would rise up and overthrow the Saigon gov- 
ernment when the attacks occurred. They did not explain that the other, 
and more realistic, aim was to inflict terrible casualties and show the 
Americans that their only alternative was to begin peace talks, because 
unless they were willing to commit even more resources and men and to 
fight for a long time, they could not overwhelm an enemy who still had 
plenty of power left after years of relentless American pounding. 

While the middle class in Vietnam had recovered from the shock of 
Tet, and actually was feeling even more reassured by the power of the 
Americans, who had quickly driven the communists from the towns and 
cities and decimated them in the countryside, Tet shocked the American 
people, who had been fed optimistic official reports that the end of the 
war was in sight. When the press reported that General Westmoreland 
asked for a reinforcement of over 200,000 troops, it caused an uproar. 
The war seemed to have become a bottomless pit, draining American 
money and lives. Dissidence grew, not only among the public but also in 
Congress itself. The conflict threatened to tear the country as well as 
LBJ’s party apart. Senator Eugene McCarthy, advocating peace, chal- 
lenged LBJ for the Democratic nomination, and nearly won in New 
Hampshire. Robert Kennedy, also a peace advocate, declared he would 
challenge LBJ for the nomination as well. Polls showed that LBJ had lost 
his credibility and public support. In this climate, Westmoreland’s 
request prompted a wholesale reassessment of American commitment. 
The choice was either to escalate further and further, take more and 
more casualties, and sink more and more money into the war, or start 
withdrawal. LBJ chose to disengage. On March 31, 1968, he declared 
that he would suspend air strikes in the heartland of the Red River 
Delta and open peace negotiations, and announced that he would not 
seek the presidential nomination. 

Dave and I had returned to Taiwan in February 1968, and we were 
in Taichung when we heard the stunning news. I remember listening to 
the broadcast crackling with static over the Voice of America, sitting up 
in bed trying to keep warm under the electric blanket that we had 
bought at the local American PX so we would not freeze in our unheat- 
ed rented house. My first thought was that there was finally hope for 
peace. My second thought, however, was for my family. The South 
Vietnamese government was doomed. It would not topple right away, 
but it was clear that the halt in bombings and start of negotiation were 
the first steps toward that dreaded day when America would pull up 
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stakes and go home, as my parents had feared whenever they got pes- 
simistic. If Saigon had failed to win with so much support from the most 
powerful country on earth, how could it prevail without it? Lying in 
bed in Taichung, I could feel my family’s anguish. Yet I could also feel 
the jubilation of my sister Thang and other people in the North where 
the bombs would stop falling. And I could feel the hope of the peasants 
in the South whose lives had been mangled by the war. Once again, I 
felt torn between concern for my parents, and my siblings and their fam- 
ilies in Saigon, and my wish to see the war come to an end. 

Shortly before the fall semester started at Cornell, my husband and I 
moved to Ithaca. Even this remote area, where the sun rarely shines and 
winter lasts nine months out of the year, was embroiled in the turmoil 
sweeping across America. The campus, reflecting the disunity in the 
country at large, was rent between hawks and doves. Many faculty 
members demanded peace, but others said that the United States should 
get even tougher. Among our friends, a large number were passionately 
against the war, including a couple of Vietnamese students we knew. In 
November 1968, after we had settled into our new home on a hillside 
next to a stream, Richard Nixon was elected president. 

Nixon had campaigned on a pledge to end war and win peace. What 
he had in mind, however, was not to bring real peace, but to continue 
the war with Saigon as the surrogate. He would withdraw American 
troops and bring them home, while continuing to aid and arm Saigon, 
and support it with advisors and his fleet of B-52s. He would deny vic- 
tory to the communists, and he would threaten them with annihilation 
to bring them to settle on his own terms at the negotiation in Paris. He 
began by ordering a secret bombing campaign against communist sanc- 
tuaries in Cambodia in March 1969. Then, operating on a parallel track, 
he announced in July 1969 that he would begin withdrawing American 
troops. From now on, Saigon would take over the fighting. The war 
would be “Vietnamized.” 

The next year, he expanded the theater of war and ordered a joint 
South Vietnamese-American invasion of the two communist bases across 
the border in Cambodia, as part of his “fight and talk” strategy. His aim 
was to intimidate the communists, to show that he might just annihilate 
them if they did not heel. In Saigon, my family’s admiration for Nixon 
grew. They were still glowing with admiration for him when I visited 
them on my return to Saigon in 1971. “What a tricky man,” they would 
say to me with sincere respect, and they would add approvingly, “He's 
not afraid to use power. He’s as scheming as the Chinese Communists.” 

The invasion sparked large, angry protests in America. Nixon had 
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promised that peace was in sight; instead, he was expanding the war. 
Like their brethren elsewhere, many students at Cornell were outraged. 
Friends of ours decided to go to Washington and lobby for an end to the 
war, and they asked me to go with them. I demurred at first, but final- 
ly relented. I decided that the cost to my native land and its people had 
gotten high enough, and that the time had arrived for me to ask the 
Americans to take their arsenal with them and get out, and stop the spi- 
raling violence—regardless of how the situation would sort itself out in 
Vietnam. The time had come for me to stop agonizing. With that, I 
finally broke free of the grip of my family interests and turned decisive- 
ly toward the larger good of my homeland. 

The two years I spent at Cornell had given me a different perspec- 
tive. It was, of course, easier for me to contemplate a North Vietnamese 
victory than it was for someone in Saigon who would have to live under 
the communist regime. Nonetheless, I felt I could now look at the pos- 
sible outcome more objectively. Up until now, I had been afraid of a 
communist victory—and therefore of peace—because I had accepted 
without question the prediction that there would be a wholesale 
slaughter of people like my family if the communists took over. American 
and South Vietnamese officials and hard-line anticommunists often 
talked about the bloodbath that had occurred in the North after the 
Viet Minh took over in 1954. I had not done any research to find out 
whether this had really taken place and to determine how plausible the 
prediction of a similar outcome in the South was. At Cornell, for the 
first time, I could research this precedent. 

What I found out indicated that no bloodbath had occurred after 
1954. True, there had been a bloody land reform during which thou- 
sands were killed. But this reform had been used to purge the 
Communist Party cadres as much as to destroy the landlords as a class, 
victimizing the party’s own almost as much as the landowners. I start- 
ed to link what I had read to the experience of our own relatives who 
had stayed behind in the North in that period. None of them had been 
killed. True, Uncle Trinh had died, but of cancer, the same disease that 
had taken my grandfather, my great-grandfather, and several other fam- 
ily members. I found the massacre in Hue troubling; yet I was not cer- 
tain how much of it was the work only of the Viet Cong. Some said 
that many of the victims had been killed by bombing and shelling dur- 
ing the American offensive, and that the retreating communists had sim- 
ply buried them in mass graves. For months, I mulled over the possibil- 
ity of my family being wiped out; I finally came to the conclusion, how- 
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ever, that they would survive should the communists win. Life would 
be hard for them; still, they would make it. (On both scores, I would 
turn out to be right. Of my immediate relatives, no one was killed by 
the communists after they took over the South, but life was even bleak- 
er than I had imagined.) I decided to join my Cornell friends and lobby 
for peace, although I suspected that it would ultimately lead to a com- 
munist victory. 

I left for Washington unsure of how much I could accomplish. I hated 
confrontation, and did not relish the thought of exchanging arguments 
with hostile members of Congress. Having been brought up to respect 
authority, I also felt reluctant to question men who were my elders and 
who held power as well. Besides, I was young, I was a woman, and I 
was an Asian—at a time when all three were serious handicaps. I sus- 
pected that the men I was supposed to convert would not take me seri- 
ously. Also, coming from Vietnam where the people had no influence 
over their government, I felt cynical about what the exercise could 
accomplish. My American peers had no such qualms and no such doubts. 
Unlike me, they had grown up believing that as citizens they had the 
right to make themselves heard, and to try and change the policies with 
which they disagreed strongly. To me, they seemed naively confident 
about their power. At one time, they might have been as reluctant as I 
to question authority. But now, the leadership—the “Establishment” — 
had lost so much credibility that it no longer commanded the respect it 
had once held over the young. On Capitol Hill, my American colleagues 
moved with confidence while I felt uneasy. Our group did not want to 
spend time talking to the doves; we wanted to focus on the hawks. We 
went knocking on doors, and were received politely but coolly. I felt 
encouraged. Then we split up to lobby as many hawks as we could. 

My target was a congressman from California. I was ushered into his 
office. We shook hands and he invited me to sit down. I could tell, how- 
ever, that he was itching for a fight and to put me in my place. He lis- 
tened to my arguments with a quiet assurance bordering on arrogance. I 
could see that I was not getting anywhere with my arguments about the 
futility of the war, and the damage that America was doing to its repu- 
tation by trying to defend a corrupt government in Saigon. So I switched 
tactics, and started talking about the plight of the people back in 
Vietnam who were caught in the war. But try as I might, I could see I 
was not reaching him; his mind was made up. Coming as he did from a 
generation that firmly believed that America could do no wrong, he 
rejected any suggestion that the United States could be committing any 


bad deeds in Vietnam. America was bombing and killing only the com- 
munists; its defoliation was not hurting the peasants, because only com- 
munist crops were destroyed; and so on. Our arguments became more 
heated. In my anger, I began to lose my reticence in the face of an author- 
ity figure. But I also started to lose my cool. In a very uncharacteristic 
and rude manner, I got up without thanking him, walked out, and even 
slammed the door. 

Most of our group left Washington happy and convinced that we 
had made some headway. I did not share this assessment. Instead, I con- 
cluded from my brief foray that it would be near impossible to change 
American policies. The war would have to be settled by Vietnamese, on 
the ground back in Vietnam, and not by people like me wandering the 
halls of Congress. But the growing opposition among students like those 
from Cornell and the American public at large, and even within the 
Establishment, had a cumulative effect. Nixon realized that the 
American people’s patience was fraying, and that the “fight and talk” 
strategy could be sustained only for a limited time. In the four years in 
which Nixon directed the war effort, another 20,000 G.I.s had died, 
bringing the total to over 50,000. Now he had no choice but to keep 
winding down the American presence in Vietnam. He had already 
begun secret talks with Hanoi, bypassing the more intransigent Saigon 
and southern Viet Cong sides, and he now stepped up his efforts to 
reach an agreement. In 1973, he finally fulfilled his pledge to bring the 
boys home. On March 29, after eight years of direct involvement, the 
last American G.1.s left Vietnam. 
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Short lace: Long War 


On a cold, blustery, and rainy after- 
noon in October 1954, the French 
flag was lowered for the last time 
over the citadel in Hanoi. Two non- 
commissioned officers folded the 
wet banner and handed it over to 
the general presiding over the cere- 
mony, who in turn passed it to the 
commander of the citadel. As the 
band played the Marseillaise, the 
tears of the officers and soldiers 
mingled with the drops of cold rain 
drenching their faces. That night, 
the bulk of French forces with- 
drew, leaving only two infantry 
battalions in the quiet city. It had 
been seventy-five years since the 
colonial troops took over Hanoi. 
The next day, Viet Minh units, 


converging from five directions, 
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reached the outskirts of the city where they had many supporters. The 
soldiers sat proudly in their trucks, their bared bayonets fixed to the tip 
of their rifles. Red Viet Minh flags with the yellow star fluttered from 
every house. People jammed both sides of the roads, and surrounded the 
trucks, screaming with excitement and cheering the troops. The adula- 
tion made the shy soldiers smile. On the final day of the handover, the 
last French battalions withdrew across the Long Bien bridge leading 
into the city. Hanoi was now completely in the hands of the Viet Minh. 

The next day, October 10, the five Viet Minh columns entered the 
heart of the city itself. The unit, built from the remnants of the regiment 
that had fought in Hanoi during the first days of the war, had the honor 
of spearheading the triumphant entry. They streamed into the streets of 
the native commercial quarters where some of them had fought house-to- 
house until driven out by the French in 1946. Then the other four Viet 
Minh columns rolled in. The quiet city suddenly came to life. The 
streets echoed with the deafening sound of drums, exploding firecrack- 
ers, and cheers. From prominent buildings, large portraits of Ho Chi 
Minh looked down on the jubilant crowd. A sea of people carrying flags 
and flowers engulfed the soldiers. Then the mass of people converged 
toward the citadel to witness the raising of the Viet Minh flag. The 
general in charge of the takeover read a message from Ho Chi Minh ask- 
ing for unity and cooperation to overcome the new challenges and make 
Hanoi prosper. 

The joyous and festive welcoming in Hanoi did not happen sponta- 
neously. An advance party of cadres had arrived days before to prepare 
for the takeover, mobilizing the jittery middle-class residents to turn out 
in force and welcome the Viet Minh troops and government. CIA-spon- 
sored propaganda and sabotage activities in Hanoi before the takeover 
had demoralized the people and intensified their fears of life under com- 
munism. Trung, a Viet Minh cadre who would later marry my cousin 
Thuc, was part of this group. The prospect of taking over the prize of 
the North after years of incredible struggle left him giddy with excite- 
ment, and he threw himself into his task with youthful zeal. He tire- 
lessly made the rounds, talking to the residents, calming their fears, and 
promising that the government would respect their rights and would 
not interfere in their life. Once he and his colleagues thought they had 
the people reassured, they turned to making the city look festive for this 
important celebration. They hung Ho's portraits, planted flags, strung 
banners, and painted slogans; Trung himself climbed up on the largest 
department store and proudly wrote “Long Live an Independent and 
Peaceful Vietnam” in huge letters on its facade. 
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The work that Trung and other cadres performed among the residents 
paid off. At a time when most middle-class people wanted to believe 
that everything would turn out all right, the comforting words per- 
suaded many to give the Viet Minh the benefit of the doubt. Others 
decided to show support to be on the good side of the new government. 
On the day the troops arrived, Hanoi residents turned out in their best 
clothes, carrying bouquets of flowers, and waving flags to greet the sol- 
diers. Years later, my relatives in Hanoi still remember the stunning 
transformation of the city’s mood—thanks to the Viet Minh’s organiza- 
tional skill—from apprehension to enthusiasm and joy. 

After the city had been secured by the troops and the groundwork for 
a massive celebration had been completed by the cadres, Ho Chi Minh, 
his fellow members in the Central Committee of the Communist Party, 
and his government made a triumphant return to Hanoi on November 1, 
1954. Once again, the city put on a jubilant face. Thousands of people 
streamed toward the same square from which Ho had read his declara- 
tion of independence in 1945. But although this was a proud moment for 
Ho and his lieutenants, their joy was overshadowed by the knowledge 
that they still had formidable tasks ahead of them: rebuilding a shat- 
tered economy in the North and reclaiming the South, which Geneva 
had snatched away from them just as they were about to grasp it. 
Already the Americans had shown that they were not going to simply 
hand over this region to Ho; even in the North itself, CIA agents had 
been active, trying to disrupt the takeover. For Ho and his lieutenants, 
assuming control over the North would prove to be easier than govern- 
ing it and developing it to ease the people's life after a long struggle. In 
Hanoi, things did not begin to function smoothly until at least a year 
later. But compared with what they had endured to win, the difficul- 
ties of peace did not seem so formidable to the Viet Minh and their sup- 
porters like my sister Thang. They simply relished their victory, and 
reveled in the peace. 

Thang returned to Hanoi toward the end of 1954. Unlike the earlier 
trip when she had to sneak out of the Viet Minh zone, dodging the 
French and their agents, she proudly traveled across the land that she 
felt was once again hers and her compatriots’. She took her two children 
to stay with one of her husband's relatives and went out to look for the 
rest of her family, full of anticipation about a happy reunion. Not know- 
ing where we were, she went to see Uncle Dinh, my mother’s older 
brother, and found out that we had moved to Saigon. Uncle Dinh’s wife 
gave her the message that my mother had left asking Thang to look after 
the rented house for as long as possible. How could we have fled, Thang 
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wondered, right at the moment when the resistance culminated in vic- 
tory and independence? She decided that anti-Viet Minh propaganda 
had probably scared us away. Her disappointment was eased by the hol- 
iday mood of the city, and finally the celebration carried her along. The 
excitement of being back in Hanoi after years of absence took over. She 
set out to rediscover the city and introduce Lap, her oldest son, to its 
sights and amenities. After growing up ina village that had neither run- 
ning water nor electricity, the little boy thought he had stumbled into 
wonderland. Everything seemed gloriously civilized and modern to him. 
Even simple things that he had not seen before, such as rubber bands, 
fascinated him. Old-time residents might think that the city had fallen 
into a kind of depression and that goods had become scarce, but to 
Thang and her Viet Minh colleagues Hanoi appeared like a bustling 
metropolis, bursting with merchandise. Lap gorged himself on the deli- 
cacies of Hanoi: fresh milk, bread, and the snacks that vendors sold 
throughout the day. He got to know the cry of each vendor and what 
each one sold. Whenever he heard the clicking of two pieces of wood, 
he knew that the wonton soup merchant had arrived in his neighbor- 
hood, and he would beg his mom to buy him a bowl. 

If life in the new Hanoi seemed luxurious to those who had put the 
hardships of their struggle behind them, the middle-class families that 
had not fled South were soon to taste their own privations. Among my 
relatives, the most prescient was Uncle Dinh, who guessed early on 
how far things were going to change. Right after the takeover, former 
colonial administration officials were retained to ensure a smooth tran- 
sition, so my uncle was allowed to keep his job, but only after undergo- 
ing an education. He was sent to a village near Hanoi to live among the 
peasants and learn the value and redemption of manual labor. At this 
time, land reform had resumed in earnest, and Uncle Dinh attended tri- 
als where he saw landlords being persecuted and executed. What he 
witnessed frightened him. Realizing that the Viet Minh were out to get 
all people with money, he donated his properties to the state, including 
his own house, as soon as he returned to Hanoi, in the hope of buying 
lenient treatment. In recognition of his “enlightenment,” the government 
allowed him and his family to stay in his house, but reduced their living 
space to four square meters per person—giving them about twenty-four 
square meters in all—and took over the ground floor for a kindergarten. 
Later, it closed the kindergarten, and moved other families into my 
uncle's residence, bringing the total to eight, including those of two of 
his children. Each family squeezed into a single room. When I came 
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back to visit in 1993, there were forty people living in the house. 
Between them, they had to share one bathroom, one toilet, and one 
kitchen. 

While my uncle and his family felt discouraged, people who were 
arriving in Hanoi to staff the new administration were relieved to find 
accommodation for themselves and their families. My sister Thang 
approved of this kind of housing arrangement the government was mak- 
ing all over Hanoi for its cadres. “It’s only fair” was her reaction. “If you 
have a big house and you don’t need all the space, it’s only natural that 
you should share with people who need it.” Having lived among the 
poor peasants and seen how they suffered, she felt no sympathy for the 
rich or for the landlords. To her, they were people who had profited 
from the labor of the workers and peasants, and they were exploiters 
and oppressors no less than the French colonialists. As she explained to 
me years later, “After we liberated the North from the colonialists, we 
had to move to the next step and liberate the poor from the enslavement 
of the rich.” 

In another prescient move, as soon as he returned to Hanoi from his 
stint in the countryside, Uncle Dinh also donated to the government the 
gold he had hoarded as a hedge against inflation and for emergencies. He 
guessed that it would be only a matter of time before the communists 
stripped the middle class of its gold, to impoverish it and take away its 
economic power, so he decided to give it up willingly beforehand, hop- 
ing to buy leniency and better treatment for his family. As Uncle Dinh 
had surmised, the government soon began to force middle-class residents 
to sell at requisition prices the gold they had saved to the state. Every 
family had to report how much it had; under-reporting was a crime. The 
pressure to comply was relentless. The cadres questioned them, cajoling 
and threatening in turn; they also questioned their relatives and acquain- 
tances to ferret out all the gold. 

Uncle Dinh’s donation to the state even before the government start- 
ed to ban private ownership of assets bought him peace but not com- 
plete protection. Not long after it took over Hanoi, the government 
asked him to retire, on the ground that his health was failing. Unable to 
support his family on the tiny retiree’s pension he received, he gradual- 
ly sold off his hardwood furniture and any personal belongings that had 
value simply to survive. Still, he had made a good move. When the 
communists later embarked on a full-scale effort to destroy the middle 
class and private ownership, my uncle escaped the harassment—he had 
nothing left for the government to take away. Because of his 
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“enlightenment,” his children were allowed to attend the university on 
a scholarship and to find jobs in the middle rungs of the vast communist 
bureaucracy, where they were tolerated but not favored. 

Ironically, while Uncle Dinh, who had contributed nothing to the 
war against the French, survived the communists’ drive to remake soci- 
ety, Uncle Trinh, who had labored for the Viet Minh, did not fare as 
well. When the land reform movement reached Uncle Trinh’s area, he 
suffered greatly. By releasing and encouraging the hatred of the have- 
nots against the haves, land reform would be more vicious than anything 
he and his family had seen before. It created an atmosphere of fear, in 
which everyone was afraid to be implicated and no one dared to protest 
unjust accusations and persecutions by the land reform teams, which had 
unlimited authority to do whatever they saw fit in the countryside, so 
much so that peasants coined the saying, “Even Heaven has to bow to 
the power of the Team.” In this situation, only one man—Ho Chi Minh 
himself—could step in to save anyone. Reluctant to undermine land 
reform, Ho rarely intervened, but in at least two cases that my relatives 
knew of, he stepped in discreetly; both involved Uncle Trinh’s family. 
Ho had met my uncle at the 1951 Lien Viet Front national congress, an 
occasion for which Trinh had walked for 300 kilometers to reach the 
conference site at Chiem Hoa, in Tuyen Quang Province. A picture taken 
on this occasion shows him sitting cross-legged on the ground, not far 
from Ho. Other notables in the Lien Viet Front leadership also appeared 
in the picture, including the mandarin Vi Van Dinh, my uncle’s father- 
in-law. 

Ho prized Vi’s collaboration, without which the Tay minority living 
in the sensitive border provinces of Lang Son and Cao Bang would not 
have supported the Viet Minh during the war. Vi stuck by the Viet 
Minh until the very end, returning to Hanoi in 1955 after the victory 
against the French. In this period, with the communists trying to con- 
solidate their rule, keeping Vi’s support and through him the allegiance 
of the Tay remained crucial. Furthermore, several members of Vi's fami- 
ly held prominent positions in the government. This was a family Ho did 
not want to hurt. During the land reform, Ho made sure that Vi and his 
relatives would not be touched 

Even for Ho, this was not easy, because Vi had run his province, Thai 
Binh, with an iron fist when he was its mandarin governor, and many 
peasants wanted to bring him back for denunciation and trial. Ho never 
came out publicly and defended Vi, although he kept him under his 


wing, tucked away safely in Hanoi, where no one could get at him. The 
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people of Thai Binh were angry and disappointed, but—out of deference 
to Ho—bowed to his decision. They accepted the explanation, relayed 
to them unofficially, that Vi should be spared, because he had made up 
for his past misdeeds by joining the Viet Minh and securing the support 
of the Tay minority in the vital border region. 

Among Vi’s relatives in the Viet Minh, my uncle was the only one 
who was vulnerable. Unlike Vi, he was living in the countryside, where 
he would be a prime target for any peasants seeking to vent their resent- 
ment on the landlords. One evening, a large group of them came to his 
house and took him to the village school. There, in the flickering light 
of torches, they tied him to a chair and made him sit facing his audience. 
The mood was hostile, but a lot less virulent and less violent than a vil- 
lage-wide denunciation would have been. Perhaps because most of these 
peasants knew Trinh personally, the mass psychology that leads to hys- 
teria was not at work that night. Only one woman stepped forward to 
denounce him. Next, the land reform team, made up of cadres from the 
outside and the village’s most militant poor peasants, summoned my 
uncle to confront the entire village in a trial. My uncle knew what this 
meant. He would be forced to kneel on a raised earth platform built at 
the foot of the hill, with his head bowed. His accusers would take turns 
stepping up to the platform to denounce him, violently pushing his head 
from side to side, or jabbing at his forehead with their pointed fingers 
for emphasis. The mood would be ugly. The villagers would shout 
“Down with landlord Trinh!” and scream for his punishment. If he was 
found guilty of “blood debts” toward the people, he would be execut- 
ed; if not, he would be taken away and put in jail. At the very least, he 
would have his assets confiscated and he would face abject poverty. 

The night before my uncle was due to appear at this trial, the deputy 
chairman of the province suddenly arrived at his house. She told him, 
“Show me the paper that you've received asking you to go to this meet- 
ing.” When he gave it to her, she took it, and handed him another paper 
saying, “You don’t have to go anywhere tomorrow. If someone comes to 
get you, just show this paper I’m giving you.” Then she left. She must 
have worked behind the scenes furiously that night, because no one came 
to take him away the next day. Later, my uncle’s family heard that he 
had been saved from this trial by Ho himself. Evidently, Ho had sum- 
moned a trusted high-level cadre and dispatched him to the village to 
watch out for Uncle Trinh. When he heard of the impending trial, this 
cadre contacted the deputy chairman, who rushed to my uncle’s defense. 

In theory, my uncle should not have been touched at all. Under the 
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land reform policy, he should have been classified as a resistance land- 
lord, that is, someone who had worked for the Viet Minh, and he 
should have been spared. But a movement motivated by hatred and 
resentment proved impossible to control. Once unleashed in the villages, 
there was no way to focus on only the “right” targets, and many inno- 
cent victims were consumed. At least this is the explanation that many 
people in the North offer, and one that my uncle’s relatives publicly 
accept. The excesses of the land reform, my cousins would say, should 
be laid at the feet of the local teams, and should not be blamed on the 
leadership—and certainly not on Ho Chi Minh himself. Ho’s vision of 
an egalitarian society was a noble one, these cousins say, but land reform 
was mismanaged and abused by the cadres who carried it out. Privately, 
however, I have heard that my cousins are divided. Some are still angry 
and bitter over what the land reform did to their family, but are reluc- 
tant or afraid to say so. Others accept what happened as the unfortunate 
consequence of a massive campaign that got out of control, and even feel 
that what happened to their father was a lot less painful than what 
other big landlords had to endure, thanks to Ho’s intervention. Besides, 
they argue, the mistakes were corrected later, so there is no cause to 
complain now. Because Ho is still an untouchable icon, people in 
Vietnam are reluctant to say anything that might cast doubt on his lega- 
cy. When pressed, they would not question Ho’s goal of distributing 
land to the poor, saying that it was laudable, and they would blame 
instead the land reform teams for the excesses and especially the teams’ 
Chinese communist advisors for having pushed the Vietnamese to adopt 
the brutal land reform tactics that China had used against its own land- 
lords. 

If the purpose of land reform had been simply to redistribute land, 
the communists could have easily taken it from the landlords and given 
it to the deserving poor, and this kind of trial—in fact, ritualized 
abuse-—-would have been unnecessary. But land reform was about more 
than land. Its aim was also to crush the landlords as a class by destroy- 
ing the traditional social, political, and psychological hold they had 
held over the peasants for decades. So, although my uncle escaped being 
arrested, tried, jailed, and perhaps even executed, he could not avoid 
the consequences of being a landlord. Uncle Trinh and his family were 
now subjected to constant harassment and humiliation. Even little chil- 
dren could insult them and hit them at will. In fact, the urchins in the 
village were the worst tormentors. Every time my uncle came out of his 
house, children would throw stones at him. Whenever anyone of any 
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age insulted him or hit him, he had to bow his head and say, “Please, I 
beg you to spare me,” addressing them as ong or ba, “sir” or “ma'am,” to 
acknowledge that they were superior to him, and referring to himself as 
con, “insignificant person,” to indicate his lowly status. Later, when my 
family heard of Uncle Trinh’s persecution, they were horrified by the 
unfairness and harshness of the treatment and depressed over Uncle 
Trinh’s public humiliation, saying things like, “To think that a high- 
ranking mandarin like him would fall as low as this, pulling his own 
plough and being insulted by peasants.” 

My uncle might have been a kind and reasonable landlord; still, the 
peasants felt that he had exploited their labor—at least they began to 
think this way once the cadres had indoctrinated them into believing 
that he had—so now they took their anger out on him. Landlords were 
made the scapegoats for the harsh life of the poor peasants. In my uncle’s 
village, people persecuted him with zeal to show how ardently they 
supported land reform and to be in the good graces of the militant peas- 
ants now holding power. Others who had envied his wealth and his 
influence now took pleasure in humiliating him. 

In this hysteria, even people Uncle Trinh knew well avoided him, 
not out of hatred but out of fear that they might be accused of being his 
allies and denounced. To show sympathy to a landlord and his family 
was to undermine land reform; even the teachers at my cousins’ school 
were afraid to give them any attention, ignoring them and refusing to 
review and grade their work. Their classmates either shunned or 
harassed them. Villagers who were sympathetic to my uncle’s family 
dared show their kindness only when they were sure no one could see 
them. Once, an old neighbor softly called my aunt to the fence after 
nightfall and furtively gave her a bowl of rice to feed one of her children 
who had fallen sick. 

Now my uncle’s house—the last asset of any value he had left—was 
seized by the village cadres. He and his family moved to a hut on a hill- 
side, stuck in the middle of nowhere. They lived by themselves, isolat- 
ed like lepers. Each night, a detail of young and tough militiamen would 
come to check and make sure that they were all home. The youths— 
unthinking, insensitive, and easily influenced by the cadres—would 
appear suddenly, sometimes at midnight, sometimes at one or two 
o'clock in the morning, pound on the door, and shout, “Where are that 
son of a bitch Trinh and his bitch of a wife? Come out here, all of you. 
We want to make a check.” Then my uncle and his family would tum- 
ble out of the hut, fall on their knees, and beg for mercy, as the militiamen 
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brandished their weapons. This ritual went on for a year, after that, 
they were quarantined in the village, forbidden to leave. 

Fortunately, my uncle’s status as a resistance landlord entitled him to 
receive some land to farm. The cadres gave him about four acres to till, 
so that his family would not starve to death, but the land was poor and 
scattered on a hillside, a plot here, a plot there. After the heavy taxes 
they had to pay, there was little rice left for my uncle, aunt, and the chil- 
dren, including those that had been sent back by relatives who could no 
longer care for them. Their life became desperate, every day an agony of 
hunger. My aunt and uncle could not bear to watch their two youngest 
daughters Thuc and Hoa starve, so they decided to take them secretly to 
live with relatives in Hanoi. The plan was for my aunt to make two sep- 
arate trips, taking with her one daughter at a time. The first try ended 
in failure. After walking for forty kilometers without running into any 
guards, my aunt and Thuc encountered a militiaman on the road, who 
arrested them. Desperation drove my uncle and aunt to try again. This 
time, they succeeded, and Thuc and Hoa were each left in the care of a 
relative in Hanoi. The same desperation drove Bieu, one of their sons, to 
flee to Hanoi and then to Haiphong where he found my father just before 
the Viet Minh took over the city. 

As though all this punishment was not enough, the cadres taxed my 
uncle excessively to torment him further. His land could produce only 
one harvest per year during the rainy season, but the cadres made him 
pay taxes on two crops—like the rest of the villagers, who could get 
two harvests from better situated land. In the spring of 1955, cadres 
arrived to collect the tax months before my uncle had any income from 
his land, so he was unable to pay. The cadres arrested my aunt and 
strapped her to a pole in the middle of the yard, saying, “If his wife gets 
hurt, that s.o.b. Trinh will come up with the money to save her.” My 
aunt was fifty-seven years old at the time, but this did not stop the 
cadres. They kept her tied up day and night, with nothing to eat. Fire 
ants bit her feet until they became red and swollen. Her children 
watched in anguish. There was nothing they could do, except sneak her 
scraps of food. Getting help from relatives was again the only recourse, 
so Phi, the older of the two boys, secretly left for Hanoi to beg for 
money. Finally, he returned with it, and my uncle gave it to the cadres. 
My aunt was released after three days of torment. 

My aunt and uncle managed to keep going because they felt they had 
to, for the sake of their young children. After his attempted suicide, my 
uncle never again gave in so totally to despair. As they surveyed the 
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wreck of their lives, they could take comfort in a few things. Thuc and 
Hoa were now living safely and comfortably with relatives in Hanoi. 
Their older children who had joined the army and the government ear- 
lier had not been punished along with their landlord father, and still 
had their jobs. Cam, Phi, and Thai, the three teenage children still liv- 
ing at home, were bearing up as well as could be expected under the cir- 
cumstances. Also, my aunt and uncle still had each other, and each 
other’s support. Perhaps, like other Vietnamese who met misfortune, my 
aunt and uncle fell back on the belief that “heaven has eyes”— is just— 
and would rescue them from their predicament, and that good times 
always follow bad times. Perhaps, also, the hatred and anger they felt 
toward the cadres kept them going: They would not give their tormen- 
tors the satisfaction of seeing them destroyed. 

My uncle was not the only person who received punishment instead 
of reward for his work for the resistance. As it spread from Viet Minh 
strongholds to regions that had just come under the communist govern- 
ment, land reform would take on a new dimension. Landlords would not 
be the only targets. The Communist Party would turn on itself and eat 
its own. The cadres in these villages were among the most hardy and the 
most persistent during the war, because they had had to operate right 
under the noses of the French. Their casualties had been high. Yet the 
Party now began to question the loyalty of those who survived, sus- 
pecting that they had avoided arrest and death only because they were 
really agents planted by the French. Moreover, the Party suspected that 
some survivors were also allies of the landlords by reason of their own 
class backgrounds, and would undermine land reform. Others were con- 
sidered corrupt or too tepid in carrying out the Party's orders. Most seri- 
ously, since the Americans and President Diem were advocating an inva- 
sion of the North, the Party feared that these cadres had come under the 
control of the CIA and would act as fifth columnists for the United 
States. Intelligence reports and sabotage acts by CIA agents during the 
transition period from French to Viet Minh control fed this paranoia. 
The Party concluded that at least eighty percent of the cadres in these 
villages could not be trusted, and decided to use land reform as an oppor- 
tunity to get rid of them. The land reform teams were told not only to 
destroy the landlords and redistribute their property, but also to purge 
the village Party leadership of unreliable cadres. 

The land reform teams themselves were under a lot of pressure. The 
timetable was short, and they had to make things happen quickly. The 
drastic approach demanded by the top leaders led them to lean toward 
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radical measures, and, competing with each other for results, they often 
labeled villagers as landlords and cadres as enemy agents indiscriminate- 
ly at times. It is not known how many landlords and cadres accused of 
working for the enemy were executed, but the most objective and cred- 
ible study, by Professor Edwin E. Moise of Clemson University, put the 
figure of landlord executions at around 5000; no estimate has surfaced 
for the number of cadres killed. In addition to the executions, however, 
there were also suicides, and no tabulation exists for these. In some vil- 
lages, landlords and even members of their families killed themselves out 
of fear of persecution after witnessing the execution of fellow landown- 
ers. Most of the suicides were committed by cadres dismissed from 
office, who chose to take their own lives rather than face their disgrace 
and the prospect of imprisonment in some remote labor camp. For these 
cadres, the cruelest blow was the betrayal of the Party they had served 
so faithfully even during the darkest days of the resistance. 

In some villages, the search for enemy agents within the Party’s own 
ranks took on the atmosphere of a witch-hunt. A cadre who was 
denounced as an enemy agent would be persecuted as badly as a criminal 
landlord, dragged out to face the angry villagers and forced to confess. 
If he refused, the villagers would say that he was obstinate, and his 
crime would be compounded. Sometimes the accused would in turn 
denounce others to win leniency. These, in turn, would denounce more 
innocent cadres. Those that came under suspicion would get arrested 
and sent to labor camps. If their crimes were considered serious, they 
could face execution. This persecution decimated the Party in the coun- 
tryside. Later, Ho Chi Minh would compare the Party to a man who 
used a knife to cut off his own hand. 

In the place of the veteran cadres who were thrown out, the Party 
brought in militant peasants to run the villages. In a reverse form of class 
prejudice, the more destitute a peasant, the more worthy he or she 
appeared in the eyes of the Party. In one village, a beggar who had been 
sleeping under a banyan tree suddenly became anointed as a leader. Poor 
peasants who could neither read nor write, and who had no leadership 
skills, were given power. The more vehemently a poor peasant 
denounced or falsely accused landlords and cadres, the more he or she 
was trusted. During land reform, the poor peasant women were the 
harshest accusers of the landlords, and now many were rewarded with 
leadership positions. As women, they had had to put up with not only 
poverty but discrimination, so their unhappiness was even more acute 
than that of their menfolk. The cadres found them more receptive to 
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their indoctrination and, knowing that their stories of mistreatment 
would ring more true to their fellow villagers, egged them on to 
denounce the landlords. Peasant women in Tonkin had honed their tal- 
ent for curses and insults, since verbal abuse was the most potent 
weapon they had with which to defend themselves. During land reform, 
they were the shrillest accusers and often emphasized their words by 
slapping or jabbing a landlord’s head with their fingers. Naturally, these 
new cadres did not enjoy the respect of their fellow villagers, who 
referred to them as “dogs jumping out of bushes,” because they had sat 
on the sidelines and done nothing for the resistance, but were suddenly 
emerging to enjoy the spoils. Party leadership began to flounder, since 
the new cadres had no idea how to run their villages. When my uncle 
Trinh fell into disgrace during the land reform, he and his family would 
find that these militants were the harshest and the most unreasonable. 

Not everyone assigned to a land reform team was a zealot. About half 
of the team members were army veterans from poor peasant back- 
grounds, and they tended to be ardent supporters of land reform. But 
among the remaining half, many were government officials, mostly from 
middle-class or intellectual backgrounds, who had been dragooned into 
service. After nine years of fighting the French, all these officials want- 
ed to do was move back to the cities and settle down in a comfortable 
job. They had no desire to face the rigors of land reform. They had no 
choice, however. The Party intended this process to bring these officials 
closer to the poor, to help them understand them better, sympathize 
with their plight more, and heighten their commitment to the socialist 
revolution. My brother-in-law Hau was one of those officials. He spent 
three months in a village in Thanh Hoa Province living with a dirt-poor 
family. He thought that his time was wasted, because he already knew 
how the most wretched peasants lived and how much they needed help 
to improve their lot. Hau attended the mass trial of a landlord who was 
spared from execution. My brother-in-law did not believe that all land- 
lords were bad, or that all poor peasants were innocent victims, and so 
came to the trial with an open mind, reserving judgment until he could 
hear the accusations. Hau thought that some of the stories of mistreat- 
ment by the landlord sounded true, but others struck him as overblown 
in an effort to impugn guilt. Hau noticed, however, that the peasant 
audience believed all the stories and that their anger grew with each 
telling. He did not dare to question some of the accusations, however, 
afraid that the villagers and his own team would denounce him for 
defending a landlord and haul him out for trial as well. 
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Land reform did have its ardent advocates, not only among the poor 
who benefited but also among those who sympathized with their lot. 
Thang was one of these. When it spread through the area where she 
was living in Thanh Hoa Province, she went a couple of times to observe 
peasants denounce landlords. To her, the trials seemed fair. She wit- 
nessed a lot of cursing and angry denunciation, but saw no physical 
abuse of the landlords. Some were found guilty only of exploiting their 
tenant farmers, while others were convicted of more serious offenses; 
none, however, was condemned arbitrarily or charged with crimes they 
had not committed. What she observed did not distress her. She 
thought the landlords deserved what they got. Sitting in the audience 
and listening to the stories that the peasants told of how they had been 
ruthlessly exploited and maltreated, her heart went out to them. She 
did not question whether the stories were true, having accepted with- 
out reservation the explanation that the poor were destitute only 
because the landlords had robbed them, and not perhaps because of some 
other reasons. Thang thought it was about time the poor who toiled 
away in the fields could enjoy the fruits of their own labor, without it 
being snatched away by the rich—who did nothing but “sit in nice 
houses eating from gold bowls” and rake in the crops that their tenants 
produced. Although later she would deplore the mistakes and excesses 
of the campaign, in her view, the fact alone that it ended oppression of 
the poor by the rich amply justified it. She also believed that the gov- 
ernment more than made up for its mistakes later, and that it addressed 
the wrongs of land reform. In the case of Uncle Trinh’s family, his chil- 
dren were allowed to attend the university—one even went to study in 
the Soviet Union—and to get good jobs. 

The admission of errors took place in late 1956, and by early 1957 
the government began to take steps to reverse its mistakes. Land reform 
was halted, but by this time the campaign had rolled over most of North 
Vietnam, leaving only a few mountain areas untouched. The turmoil 
within its own ranks, the disunity in the countryside that land reform 
had unleashed, and the fear of alienating people in South Vietnam who 
were watching developments in the North finally drove the Party to 
face up to its errors. Ho Chi Minh himself spoke out against the mistakes 
and promised that they would be corrected. Cadres falsely accused 
would be reinstated and their rights restored. People wrongly classified 
as landlords would be exonerated. To calm the furor, Ho announced the 
demotion of top leaders responsible for land reform, but this step was 
largely cosmetic, as these men continued to hold crucial positions in the 


Party. As tension and confusion reigned in the countryside, Ho appealed 
for calm and unity. In the provinces, Party leaders asked people to refrain 
from taking revenge. The first thing the Party did was to release cadres 
who had been wrongly convicted. In the provinces, leaders staged cere- 
monies to welcome them back and proclaim their innocence. Their files 
were burned. Next, the government tried to make up for their unfair 
treatment, giving them free medical care to restore their health and 
granting their children priority for traming and jobs. To these cadres, 
not surprisingly, these gestures were not enough. They wanted more 
than their honor restored—they wanted their old positions back and the 
assets that had been taken away from them returned. This sparked an 
acrimonious feud between them and the militants who had taken their 
jobs and their properties. In the end, many of the cadres were reinstat- 
ed to their old positions, but by then some had become too embittered 
to accept. 

Protests began to erupt spontaneously. In Hanoi, groups of families 
that had been wronged gathered in front of Ho Chi Minh’s residence 
and at the headquarters of the Communist Party to submit petitions and 
demand answers. In a tense mass meeting with the families who had suf- 
fered in the land reform, General Vo Nguyen Giap himself, one of the 
most popular and respected leaders, had to be dispatched to address the 
crowd and calm its wrath. 

In the villages, the pent-up resentment and anger of those that had 
suffered boiled over. Violent clashes broke out between them and those 
who had denounced them and destroyed their lives and their families. 
Rectifying errors was easier said than done. The most tricky job was to 
return the property that had been seized and distributed to the poor. In 
the end, through much persuasion and patience, the cadres managed to 
get the poor to give back some of what they had received, but the result 
left all parties aggrieved. The poor were mad that they had to return the 
assets that they had been told were rightfully theirs. The landlords and 
the wealthy got back only some of their possessions. Often, they found 
that their houses and belongings had been damaged. The tension demor- 
alized the village cadres, and many of them wanted to give up and quit. 
In the end, not all the wrongs were or even could be righted. The dead, 
for one, could not be brought back to life. No matter how elaborate the 
ceremonies to honor their memories were in that year of 1957, the sim- 
ple fact remained that their lives had been snuffed out unjustly. 

For my uncle Trinh the correction of mistakes came only after his 
death. When he came down with cancer, the village cadres allowed his 
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wife to take him to the province capital, eighteen kilometers away, for 
treatment. They reached it on foot after two days on the road. Halfway 
there, my uncle felt too exhausted to go on. They stopped at a house and 
asked for shelter. The owner, recognizing them as landlords, slammed 
the door in their faces. At the hospital, the physician who examined my 
uncle was the first person in an official position, since land reform 
began, to show him kindness: He referred Trinh to a hospital in Hanoi 
to get better care, instead of sending him home simply because he was a 
landlord undeserving of any special consideration. With the doctor's 
permission, my aunt and uncle boarded a train for Hanoi. Unfortunately, 
Trinh’s cancer was incurable and he died two weeks after he checked 
into the hospital there. When my father finally heard the news, he was 
devastated and told cousin Bieu, who was living with us, “You should 
never forget what the communists have done to your father.” Bieu said 
“Yes” in such a perfunctory manner that it seemed he did not think the 
communists were responsible for his father’s death. 

When the government embarked on rectifying the errors of land 
reform, Uncle Trinh’s family applied for and received a document that 
reclassified him as a notable who had worked for the resistance. My 
aunt thought that although this acknowledgment of his contribution did 
not make up for the wrongs, it at least restored his honor. Most impor- 
tant of all, the new designation removed the political onus that could 
blight their children’s lives and careers. The reclassification also meant 
that his relatives could now reclaim their assets. With this paper in 
hand, my aunt and Phi went back to the province to get the rest of the 
required documents. With the correction of mistakes in full swing, the 
mood in the province changed. Cadres who would have shunned them 
in the past helped speed up the paperwork. When my aunt and Phi 
thanked them and said goodbye, the two top leaders in the province 
told them, “Please understand our position. It was the atmosphere at the 
time. We had to keep our distance from you.” Phi and his mother accept- 
ed this apology, because they understood the incredible pressure that 
had been brought to bear on everyone during the land reform, and the 
dilemma of people who wanted to help but were afraid to. After col- 
lecting the last batch of documents that absolved my uncle, my aunt 
donated her land to the state. Then, she and Phi said goodbye to the vil- 
lage that had been a hell for their family. The only belongings they had 
left were an iron pot and a torn mosquito net, which they took with 
them. Phi still has the pot, which he has kept as a souvenir. 

My uncle might have been officially absolved by the government, yet 


the social stigma of being a landlord under a communist system lingered 
on; the vilification of landlords had been too deeply stamped in the mind 
of the population to disappear with an official pronouncement. Years 
later, when Phi visited the national museum in Hanoi with his class- 
mates, they saw an enlarged photograph showing his father at a 1951 
Lien Viet meeting presided over by Ho during the resistance. Phi proud- 
ly pointed out his father to his friends. But they did not believe him. 
“Come on,” they said, “your father was a landlord. How could he have 
had anything to do with Uncle Ho?” 

In Hanoi, my aunt, Cam, Phi, and Thai moved in with Lang, an older 
sister who had returned to the city with her two children. My aunt’s 
two youngest daughters rejoined them. All nine crammed into a single 
room that had been rented from the owner of the villa. Later, the gov- 
ernment seized this residence, and the family ended up living there prac- 
tically free. Thanks to having lost everything, they now qualified for the 
classification of “urban poor,” a desirable category that not only shield- 
ed them from harassment but even entitled them to some benefits. In 
1957, there were still private enterprises in Hanoi, so Phi was able to 
find work. After going to his high school classes in the morning, he 
would do accounting for four paper merchants in the afternoon. In the 
evening, he would tutor a couple of pupils in their homes. He earned 
enough to support his mother and his siblings. 

But the North was about to shed the last remaining traces of a capi- 
talist and free-market system and move to a full-blown socialist one. In 
the countryside, the peasants had to give up the land that they had 
received only a few years before, keeping only small private plots to farm 
on their own. All means of production—as the communists call it—that 
is, all land, draft animals, and tools, became concentrated in coopera- 
tives in the countryside. Everything now belonged to the state, and the 
villagers worked not for themselves but for the cooperatives. In 
exchange, the peasants were assured of a stable income—a safety net 
that few of them had enjoyed before—and had access to consumer goods 
made available by the state at subsidized prices. Peasants had the choice 
of joining the cooperatives or remaining outside. Most accepted the new 
system as a way for them to achieve economic security, and decided to 
become members. The few who opted to stay independent quickly 
found out how difficult it was to survive. With the state controlling the 
distribution of basic products and their trade, it became harder for these 
villagers to sell their rice in markets in the towns and cities, nor could 
they buy the materials they needed for farming or purchase the consumer 


354 == short peace, long war 


goods and basic staples that now required coupons issued by the state. 
In the end, virtually every household in the countryside joined a coop- 
erative. 

In setting up the cooperatives, the Communist Party wanted not only 
to control production and distribution of food but also to improve yields 
by grouping small plots together to achieve economy of scale and using 
better growing methods, better irrigation, and better labor manage- 
ment. The surplus produced by these advanced techniques would then 
be used to fund the development of heavy industry. The unrelenting 
demands of the war in the South, however, combined with the bomb- 
ing, doomed this plan. At first, the cooperatives gave the peasants a bet- 
ter life, but the war chipped away at their gains. Men entered the army, 
depriving them of able hands to do farm work, and, as the state took 
more and more of peasants’ crops to feed the army, their income 
dropped. Once again, the burden of the war fell heavily on the villagers’ 
shoulders. And once again, they rose to the challenge, making enormous 
sacrifices for the cause. But as the war wore on, the peasants began to 
spend more time on their private plots of land—growing produce to sell 
in the markets to earn some needed extra cash—and to devote less labor 
to the cooperatives that, by the early 1970s, had lost their allure. The 
cooperatives suffered from the classic problem of a socialist economy: 
The state had removed an incentive for hard work by paying peasants 
according to their needs, not according to their labor. The peasants, ever 
practical, figured out quickly that working harder would not translate 
into more cash in their pockets, and saw no point in slaving away for the 
cooperative. This would eventually lead to the demise of the entire 
cooperative system, and to economic reforms that would reopen the 
country to private enterprise and outside investments. 

All this was still far away when the communists first embarked on 
reforming the North. The economic makeover did not stop with coop- 
eratives in the countryside. In towns and cities like Hanoi, the govern- 
ment went about smashing owners of private enterprises and the middle 
class and seizing their properties. In the Party’s view, everyone who 
engaged in private commerce was a parasite, a cheater, and an exploiter 
of the labor of others. By this time, the ranks of entrepreneurs and the 
middle class—which had never been huge to begin with—had dwin- 
dled to only a few thousand, as many families, fearful of communist 
intolerance, had already moved to the South. Those that stayed now not 
only saw their assets taken away, but were condemned as decadent, and 
their past dealings with foreigners held up as proof that they were 
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agents of imperialists. It was at this time that Thang decided to get rid 
of our house by donating it to the government, or, as the euphemism 
went, “placing it under state management.” She felt neither remorse nor 
regret, because owning things was not important to her; besides, she 
thought the house was no longer ours, since Aunt Dinh considered it as 
collateral for a large loan my mother had been unable to repay before we 
left for Saigon. 

All over Hanoi and other towns, most of the rich and the middle class 
donated their businesses, factories, houses, inventories, gold, and other 
assets to the state to avoid suspicion that they opposed government pol- 
icy. By the time it was all over, the communists had managed to reduce 
everyone to the same condition, and in a country where most people 
barely eked out a living, this meant pulling everyone down to subsis- 
tence level. Life became uniformly drab. Everyone dressed in the same 
nondescript style: uniforms for cadres, and black trousers and white 
blouses for the women. The ao dai women used to wear disappeared, 
frowned upon because it used three times as much fabric as a simple 
blouse. Until Vietnam embraced the free market several decades later, 
the government would religiously enforce this economic equality. 
Anyone who showed signs of material advancement would draw suspi- 
cion. People who could still afford a small indulgence now and then had 
to do it in secret to avoid being berated for extravagance. When they 
ate chicken, they would cut it up with shears, instead of chopping it on 
a cutting board, to avoid making the thudding sounds that would alert 
their neighbors. The feathers and remains were thrown out at night in a 
public garbage dump. Anyone building a new house would attract the 
police, who would question where the money and building materials 
had come from and probably make the owner tear it down. 

Once they had gathered all economic power in their hands, the com- 
munists ran the country in the same manner the Soviets did, by central 
planning. This was the same heavy-handed, bureaucratic system that 
finally destroyed the Eastern bloc’s economy and led to the fall of com- 
munism. Starting in 1960, bureaucrats in Hanoi began dictating what, 
where, and how much would be produced in every industry. Working 
for the state instead of for themselves, people lost incentive to produce. 
The economy became stagnant. Shortages became a way of life, getting 
more acute as the war went on. To control access to scarce commodities, 
but also to enforce equality, the government introduced rationing. 
People had to buy goods such as rice, sugar, meat, cooking oil, and cloth 
at state-owned stores with coupons. They could buy them from vendors 
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in the market, but would have to pay up to five times more. Only those 
who managed to save, couples with two good incomes or high-ranking 
cadres with large enough salaries, could afford to do the latter. 

The rationing spread the shortages more or less evenly throughout 
the population, but kept everyone barely fed and clothed. In general, 
each adult was entitled to thirteen kilograms of rice per month, about 
half a kilo of meat per month, half a liter of fish sauce, and half a kilo of 
sugar. In addition, every year each person got four meters of cloth and 
two sets of underwear. Government rice was often moldy or rancid, and 
mixed with small pebbles or husks. Nevertheless, long queues would 
start at three o'clock in the morning—no matter how bad the weather— 
when rice shipments arrived in the stores. Meat came from poor cuts and 
was laced with a lot of fat. High-quality goods in the stores never got 
into the hands of the consumers. The sales staff usually snapped them up 
for themselves, their relatives, and their friends, or people whom they 
were courting for special favors. 

My sister Thang, who could get by with very little, did not find this 
rationing too onerous. She accepted this as a logical and fair way to deal 
with the inevitable shortages. When fighting started again in the 
South, and especially after the Americans began to bomb the North, she 
considered that enduring rationing was her way of contributing to the 
war. “Everything had to go to the front,” she explained years later, “We 
could not afford to let the soldiers lack rice and other basic things.” She 
and her husband would cheerfully waive their rights to household items 
that became available for distribution in their offices. When a shipment 
of things like sewing needles, washing basins, and thermos bottles 
arrived, the office would hold a meeting and sell them to those who 
needed them or wanted them the most, at subsidized prices. Since he 
was among the top leaders in the office, Hau could have insisted on get- 
ting the merchandise, but he usually passed up the opportunity. Like 
Thang, he was too preoccupied with the war against the Americans and 
building a socialist system to care. Also, he wanted to set the example 
of how a model cadre should behave, always sacrificing his needs for the 
sake of others and the common good. 

Thang and Hau ended up living in the most cramped and poor quar- 
ters—foregoing a nicer apartment so another cadre could have it—wear- 
ing patched clothes, and not eating enough. But they were oblivious to 
their privations. (Their children were not. They remember being con- 
stantly hungry because the rations were so small.) Lap, my sister’s old- 
est son, confirmed for me in 1993, “My parents led an incredibly hard 
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life, but they didn’t think that they did. They were happy. They had a 
good marriage, and shared a cause they believed in with their hearts and 
souls—a mission that absorbed them totally. The only thing that nagged 
at my mother once in a while was being cut off from her own parents, 
brothers, and sisters.” 

But all the measures taken by the government did not create a truly 
classless society. Although not as glaring or as large as in the old days, 
inequalities continued to exist. The most pronounced gap was between 
the top Party and government leaders—the new privileged class—and 
the masses. These cadres and their families lived better, with large hous- 
es to themselves and more than adequate supplies of everything. They 
received more and better rice and meat, delivered discreetly to their res- 
idences, and they wore clothes of better quality. Even in death, they 
fared better, and got buried in a separate cemetery. None of these 
perquisites, though, came close to the luxuries enjoyed by their coun- 
terparts in the South who were getting wealthy from wartime specula- 
tion and siphoning off American aid. 

Monotonous, drab, and controlled as life was under the communists, 
it nonetheless had its compensations. Everyone enjoyed a safety net and 
people felt a sense of economic security. The state met their basic needs 
of housing, food, health care, and education—free or in return for a small 
payment. As long as they refrained from doing anything that could be 
construed as opposing the Party and the state, their life was taken care 
of. Competition, ambition, and envy were not absent, but did not exist 
to the same destructive degree as in other societies. Acquisition and self- 
interest did not consume people as they do now. There was nothing 
valuable to buy, except food items from vendors in the market, and no 
big gains or big money to be made. Joining the Party and being recog- 
nized as a hero of the working class represented the biggest dream to 
which anyone could aspire. This made it easy for people in the North to 
pull together when the war started again. They largely suffered priva- 
tions to the same degree, and no big differences existed to drive them 
apart. Some people in the North now look back on this period with nos- 
talgia, as a time when everyone shared alike, supported one another, and 
reached beyond themselves and their families to build a community. My 
sister remembers that society as healthier: People were kind to one 
another, dedicated themselves to their work and the war, and enjoyed a 
life safe from crime, and children did not fall prey to bad influences. 

Lap recalls that complicated life and career choices did not exist for 
youths like him. There was only one road to follow: study, work in a 
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job assigned to them by the state, and serve in the war. He and his 
friends enthusiastically jumped into every campaign that the Party and 
government dreamed up, whether it was calisthenics, manual projects, 
going into the mountains to help the hill tribes, or joining the army. 
Their only reward was praise from the Party and the adulation of the 
people. When the war came, it consumed everything and everyone. 
There was no time to sit and moan, and no other alternative but to see 
it to the end. To Lap, the sacrifices and demands of the war seemed nat- 
ural and not too unreasonable. Everyone accepted them as the price to 
pay to achieve the ultimate goals: driving the Americans out of the coun- 
try and reunifying North and South. In 1993, I asked Lap whether he 
and his friends were ever frightened by the ferocity of the war and the 
possibility of getting killed. He said, “You know, we were like people 
caught in a swift current. It swept us along. We did not know how 
powerful it was. If we had sat on the bank of the stream and looked 
down, we would have seen how strong that current was and felt scared. 
But we did not have that opportunity, or that luxury.” 

The deep reservoir of fervent patriotism helped the government keep 
the war effort on course. But it also helped that it had complete control 
over information, and told people only what it wanted them to know. 
Anything that could sow doubts about the system, Party, or war was 
banned. The state had a total grip over everything: radio, newspapers, 
books, poetry, music, and painting. It kept people ignorant of the rest of 
the world, holding up the socialist countries as paradise on earth while 
constantly disparaging the noncommunist camp. After land reform, 
artists were briefly encouraged to express themselves freely, but this 
flirtation with intellectual freedom ended quickly when some writers 
began publishing works that were highly critical of the Party. Dozens 
of authors who had taken up the Communist Party's urging to speak 
their minds were arrested, prosecuted, and banished to labor camps. 
Even those who escaped imprisonment ended up living in a kind of 
limbo, prohibited from publishing their works and shunned by every- 
one. After this, all artists had to toe the Party line. The population 
became so ill-informed that later some people would say that they were 
like frogs sitting at the bottom of a well and believing that the patch of 
sky they saw was the whole universe. Thang, however, did not mind 
this intellectual straightjacket. She believed that releasing only positive 
information was necessary to cultivate a healthy attitude among the peo- 
ple and to help them keep their commitment throughout the war. 

To maintain the faith, the cadres held regular meetings and study ses- 
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sions to disseminate the Party thinking and policies, not just to Party 
members but also to people working in offices, factories, and the army. 
It was not enough to attend these meetings passively; everyone had to 
participate and show they had absorbed the contents. Discussion was 
allowed, but only as long as the underlying ideas did not deviate from 
the Party line, so people learned to hide their true feelings and thoughts 
in order to avoid black marks in their dossiers, which were reviewed 
every six months. Even outside their homes and places of work, people 
had to be careful, because the secret police watched over their actions, 
ready to pounce to maintain security and deter antigovernment activi- 
ties. There were also meetings to review attitude and performance at 
work, called self-criticism meetings, where people had to bring up their 
own errors, criticize themselves, and listen to the criticism of their col- 
leagues. These self-criticism sessions kept people from stepping out of 
line, as did the neighborhood committees where they lived. The com- 
mittees kept close tabs on everyone, not only to help those that might 
be in need, but also to watch for signs of unapproved behavior. In a cul- 
ture that imposes constraints on the individual and stresses social har- 
mony over personal liberty, many people did not see the system as sti- 
fling. Those that believed in it thought that it produced a safer, more 
egalitarian, and more harmonious society where people put aside their 
differences to work for the common good. As time went by, most peo- 
ple, especially the young that grew up in it, would come to view it as 
normal, They accepted it, because they had no knowledge of other sys- 
tems. 

As a worker in the Ministry of Agriculture, Thang became part of the 
state mechanism and had to attend similar study sessions and meetings. 
To her, the study sessions gave her the opportunity to learn new poli- 
cies, while the criticism meetings allowed her to improve herself. 
While most people disliked the criticism meetings, Thang actually 
looked forward to them. As she observed later, “There’s nothing to be 
afraid of. What’s wrong with looking for your own mistakes and trying 
to correct them? Besides, only bad people fear these meetings, because 
they know that what they've done will be looked at and criticized.” 
Thang, naturally, rarely got criticized, and when she did, it was for 
something minor. Her coworkers would usually scratch their heads and 
say, “Well, what can we criticize Thang for today?” My sister's class 
background was too much for her to overcome, however. In spite of her 
self-sacrificing attitude and her near-spotless record, she was never 
recruited into the Party-—the ultimate club—which selected members 
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only after a long period of observation and a careful investigation of their 
backgrounds. Induction followed after a rigorous education on the 
Party's ideology, organization, and discipline. 

The end of the resistance brought a new beginning for my sister. 
After the war, the government encouraged women to study, work, and 
contribute to society. Thang saw the opportunity to break out of the tra- 
ditional role of mother and wife that my parents had envisioned for her. 
She enrolled in a school to learn about agriculture in 1955 and afterward 
started work in the Agriculture Ministry. In 1965, she entered the uni- 
versity to get more training. By this time, she had four children. Lap, the 
oldest, was in school in Hanoi and living with a relative, but she still 
had three to take care of —the youngest two were only four and six years 
old. Knowing she could not study full-time and also take care of them, 
she sent Hoa, the second oldest, to her husband, who by now had gone 
back to Thanh Hoa to take charge of experimenting with growing cot- 
ton, and put Hoach and Hien, the youngest two, in a state-run nursery, 
while she moved into a dormitory. Once every couple of weeks, Thang 
would walk twelve kilometers to visit her two youngest children. This 
went on for two years, until she finished her training and returned to the 
Ministry of Agriculture to work. Thang thought there was nothing 
wrong with this arrangement, but her children felt abandoned. They 
remember vividly the loneliness of these years, and how much they 
missed being with their family. Once, when her mother left after a brief 
visit, Hien followed her all the way back to her dorm, jumping into a 
bush to hide whenever Thang turned around. (Thang and Hau would not 
be reunited until 1969. When my parents later heard of their long sep- 
aration, they took it as evidence that the communists had deliberately 
broken up Thang’s family to focus their loyalty on the Party. But this is 
not the case, as Thang’s family has remained extremely close.) 

Once my sister broke out of the confines of her family, she became 
highly active. She held a full-time job, attended study sessions and crit- 
icism meetings, took part in collective activities in her office, and at 
night volunteered to teach colleagues who had been forced to interrupt 
their studies during the resistance. Thang never felt guilty that her fam- 
ily, which had been the center of her life, now took the back seat; there 
simply were not enough hours in the day for work, revolution, and chil- 
dren as well. She credited the socialist system for making it possible for 
her to devote less time to her family and still have everything turn out 
all right. As they grew up, she did not need to supervise Hoach and Hien 
closely, because the schools and the community fostered and reinforced 
their positive behavior. She never had to worry about what they might 
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be up to, or who they might be spending time with, in her absence. She 
knew that she could neglect household chores because they would pitch 
in and do whatever was needed around the house. No job was too big 
or too small for them. The schools had taught them to be selfless and use- 
ful to others, and conditioned them to perform physical work—making 
them take part in manual labor activities and sending them to the vil- 
lages to help the peasants. Hien remembers carrying heavy loads of 
bricks at construction sites, transplanting rice shoots—wiping off the 
leeches that clung to her legs with her bare hands—harvesting crops, 
and lugging big bundles of rice stalks on her back. One of her brother 
Hoach’s most vivid memories of his school years was of himself and his 
classmates bent over building projects or working in the rice paddies 
with the peasants. “It seems like I spent my youth with my butt point- 
ing toward the sky,” he recalled in 1993. The same socialist system that 
nurtured positive behavior in her children also provided Thang with a 
support network that took other family burdens off her shoulders. She 
did not have to spend hours standing in line at state stores to buy basic 
staples, because her colleagues at work would take turns collecting 
coupons and making purchases for her and other workers in the office. 
During the week, a communal kitchen in her apartment bloc provided 
her and her children with food, so all she had to do was to send Hien 
down to get their dinner. 

Thang had not been a political person before, but as she experienced 
life under socialism and studied its principles, she became a true believ- 
er. It seemed like a logical progression for her: She already believed in 
the goals of socialism and approved of how it had transformed society, 
bringing equality and creating a web of “humane relationships” between 
people. The political lessons she received fascinated her, and because she 
tended to embrace the things she believed in wholeheartedly, she did 
not question that her education could be one-sided. She eagerly took in 
what she learned and earnestly tried to contribute what she could to 
making the socialist system work. In 1993, Thang would say to me, 
“Socialism is a good system. It creates a decent society and encourages 
people to get along with one another and to support one another.” On 
this same occasion, her daughter Hien would marvel at her total com- 
mitment and zeal in this period, “My mother was captivated by the rev- 
olution at that time—it was as if it was coursing in her blood.” When 
the war and the bombing intensified, my sister became even more 
absorbed in the struggle than before. Like other people in the North, she 
felt a sense of mission to stand firm against pressure. 


The bombing of the North began in August 1964. By March 1965, 
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it became a permanent policy, as President Johnson cast about for a way 
to prevent the Viet Cong from overrunning a shaky Saigon regime. Its 
scope was expanded. Now it was intended not only to block the stream 
of arms, supplies, and troops from reaching the South, but also to 
destroy the economy of the North, demoralize its people, and break its 
will to fight. As the flow continued and Hanoi showed no sign of buck- 
ling under pressure, President Johnson would escalate the bombing again 
and again, hoping to find that threshold of pain that would make the 
North cry for mercy and sue for peace. Even after Secretary of Defense 
McNamara had lost faith in the effectiveness of the bombing in the fall 
of 1966, Johnson would keep up the air attacks. 

The list of targets kept growing. At first, the raids focused on troop 
staging areas, rail lines, roads, bridges, airfields, and weapons and oil 
storage sites. Later, the bombing spread to targets such as factories and 
power plants. The regions hit also kept expanding, from the area near 
the demarcation line at the 17th Parallel to the Red River Delta, the 
heartland of the North. Right after the bombing began in February 
1965, the government ordered people to evacuate from Hanoi. Schools 
and most of the offices dispersed into the countryside. No one felt par- 
ticularly alarmed, and simply accepted this as part of the sacrifice they 
had to make to win the war. But as President Johnson kept Hanoi off- 
limits to bombing to avoid provoking the Chinese communists into 
intervening directly in the war, people began to drift back. After three 
waves of evacuation, induced by intensified bombing, half of the popu- 
lation would still remain in Hanoi. 

Once again, most of my relatives dispersed. Students and staff of 
Lap’s university, a total of over 3000 people, moved into a forest in the 
midlands, cutting down timber to build their own lecture halls, dining 
rooms, and dormitories. They ate rice mixed with other staples such as 
corn to stretch out the meager supply. The clothes they wore had been 
patched over and over so many times that the original cloth was barely 
visible. They had no entertainment. In spite of the abject conditions in 
which they lived and worked, Lap and his fellow students kept up their 
studies. Then the draft caught up with him. Mobilization had begun in 
1965, after the United States landed troops in the South, and by 1968 
was expanded to send replacements for Viet Cong units decimated dur- 
ing the Tet Offensive; and the pace would keep up until the end of the 
war in 1975. Lap’s name came up in January 1969, and he had to report 
for military duty. Instead of being dispatched to the South, he was 


assigned to teach at a military medical school, where he spent the 
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remainder of the war. Many of his classmates were not as lucky. Lap 
heard later that for every ten students from his university that went 
South, braving diseases and bombs along the Ho Chi Minh trail, only 
two or three returned—the same rate of casualty suffered by all draftees. 
Yet the sense of mission, fed by deep patriotism reinforced with a lot of 
propaganda, led students to accept the possibility of death on the bat- 
tlefield with equanimity. Over the course of the war, about half a mil- 
lion men from the North would perish. Families that had sons killed in 
the war would be called a “dead hero’s family.” The designation was an 
honor with few benefits attached—once a year, at Tet, the family 
would receive some gifts and a small sum of money. But to these families 
and their neighbors, the honor was not hollow; it represented a worthy 
achievement. 

Constant propaganda helped the people to look on the army with 
affection and pride. To the population, the war was a good battle fought 
for a deserving cause, a sentiment akin to that felt by Americans during 
World War IL. Troops were well received everywhere, as civilians 
appreciated their enormous sacrifices. When soldiers left for the front, 
a village would stage a big ceremony to send off their young sons to the 
sound of drums and amidst a lot of flag waving. Once the youths left, 
their families usually would not hear from them again unless they 
returned. Even if they died, their relatives might not get notified due to 
bad communication. Most families gave up hope that their loved ones 
had survived. The bodies of thousands of soldiers who fell in battle 
were never recovered. When they died, their comrades would bury 
them hastily somewhere in the jungle, then the survivors would link up 
with other units to fight on. These units might be wiped out in turn. 
Nobody would know where the dead lay. In all of Vietnam, at least a 
million people are still listed as missing in action. 

In 1968, after the Tet Offensive failed, the spirit of determination 
flagged. The tremendous burst of effort and the huge sacrifice in men and 
resources brought not victory, but a setback. The Americans and the 
South Vietnamese army inflicted enormous casualties on the Viet Cong 
and pushed them out of large swatches of territory they had controlled. 
The war now looked like it would go on for a long, long time, and 
morale sagged. Ho Chi Minh’s death in 1969 dealt another psychologi- 
cal blow. But indoctrination, mobilization, and appeals to patriotism 
once again restored the spirit of defiance and determination, especially 
when the Americans stopped the bombing, agreed to negotiate for a 
peace settlement, and started to withdraw their troops. In 1972, the 
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North was once again able to mobilize for the Spring Offensive. This 
outpouring of resources brought gains in the Mekong Delta, but also a 
furious retaliation by President Nixon, who blasted many targets in the 
North with B-52s and mined its rivers, estuaries, and the Haiphong har- 
bor to choke off supplies from the USSR and China. The morale of peo- 
ple in hard-hit cities such as Hanoi and Haiphong was sorely tested by 
the fierce bombardment and also by the worsening food shortages. But 
by then, the Americans were already going home. People in the North 
knew that no matter how unbearable conditions could become, victory 
would eventually be theirs. 

During the three and half years of almost daily bombing under 
President Johnson, American planes flew thousands of sorties and 
dropped a million tons of explosives, rockets, and missiles on the North. 
But except for the area near the demarcation line, they were under pres- 
idential order not to attack indiscriminately. Johnson did not want to 
inflict heavy civilian casualties, afraid that this would bring worldwide 
condemnation and compel the Chinese to send troops to help their 
North Vietnamese allies. President Nixon, who had secured detente 
with the Soviet Union and China, was less bound by this consideration, 
yet even he had to be careful not to push the Soviets and the Chinese 
too far, and not to provoke a backlash at home and throughout the 
world. In a country as jam-packed with people as the North, however, 
few targets were located far enough from civilians. Accidents were 
unavoidable, since roads, bridges, rail lines and yards, and factories 
tended to be located in populated areas. Over 100,000 civilians were 
estimated to have been killed during the height of the bombing. Many 
people have said that this rate of casualty was small for a country of 18 
million, but this is scant consolation for the families of the victims. 

Thang and Hau were much less afraid of the Americans than they 
were of the French, who could attack on the ground as well as from the 
air, sweeping in unexpectedly with troops to catch you in a dragnet. 
Their view of the bombing was colored by the fact that they never had 
to live through it. By the time the bombing escalated and planes started 
to bomb targets near Hanoi, Hau had gone back to Thanh Hoa and Thang 
was studying at the university, which had evacuated into the country- 
side. Later, they would live on a crop station in the midland region, 
which was not threatened by planes. “Nobody in the North was afraid 
of the American planes, not even of the B-52 bombers,” my sister would 
tell me later. “Offices, schools, factories—we all dispersed into the 
countryside and carried on as normal. The bombing made life tense for 
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us, but it was not a big problem.” It was true that the air strikes failed 
to bring the North to a standstill. Hundreds of thousands of laborers 
were repairing roads, bridges, and railways as fast as they were damaged 
to keep supplies rolling. Aid from communist allies kept pouring in. 

My relatives still look back on this assistance with gratitude. 
Soldiers in the army like my nephew Lap and cousin Luc remember food- 
stuffs that made their diet more nourishing, such as dry noodles and veg- 
etables, and canned meat. All the equipment they used came from what 
they used to call “the brother countries.” Civilians remember the rice 
and consumer goods that China sent over in generous quantities. Still, 
official relations between Hanoi and its allies were not always smooth. 
When Vietnam sided with Beijing and criticized Moscow for moving 
away from orthodox communism, it pulled back home all its cadres who 
were getting trained in the Soviet Union. Hau, who had been sent there 
from his position in Thanh Hoa to get an advanced degree in agriculture, 
had to leave, even though he was close to presenting his dissertation the- 
sis. During the Cultural Revolution, the Chinese interfered with the 
shipment of Soviet supplies crossing their country on the way to 
Vietnam. And when the Soviet Union and China chose detente with 
Washington, Hanoi was outraged. Notwithstanding the talk of social- 
ist solidarity, each country in the alliance was pursuing its own selfish 
interests. Because they wanted to see the North mired in war and weak- 
ened for as long as possible, the Chinese told Hanoi to proceed slowly, 
sticking to guerrilla action and not pushing for quick victory. Because 
they were afraid that they might get drawn into a nuclear confrontation 
with the Americans, the Soviets, on the other hand, told Hanoi to sue 
for peace. They predicted that if it persisted in fighting a powerful 
enemy like the United States, the North would be reduced to destitu- 
tion. To the chagrin of Moscow and Beijing, Hanoi would ignore their 
advice and pursue its own course. 

Hanoi would be proved right in the end, but in the meantime, its 
people had to brave the might of the United States as the war escalat- 
ed. Among my relatives, Luc had the worst time. He was stationed from 
1965 to 1972 in a free-strike zone, across from the demarcation line 
between North and South, with an anti-aircraft regiment assigned to 
protect the town of Vinh Linh. Ironically, this assignment may have 
saved his life. He was almost sent South to fight, where he probably 
would have died in combat. At the last moment, the order was rescind- 
ed, thanks to his suspect class background. His commanders were afraid 
that, as the son of a landlord, he would take the opportunity to defect 
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or, worse still, pass vital military information to the enemy. In the area 
near Vinh Linh, American planes could attack at will—everything was 
fair game, and nothing was placed off-limits. American jet fighters car- 
rying unspent ordnance would jettison their bombs and rockets there 
before returning to their aircraft carriers in the South China Sea. When 
Johnson and later Nixon unleashed B-52 bombers over the North, it was 
to hammer this region. Even when the bombs stopped falling over the 
North’s heartland in 1968, with Johnson’s order to start peace negotia- 
tions, they would keep dropping here. For seven and a half years, except 
for brief halts to observe Christmas and Tet, Luc lived with bombs and 
shells exploding around him. 

Even without the airborne bombings, Vinh Linh, a staging area for 
troops and supplies moving into the South, would have been one of the 
hardest-hit towns. South Vietnamese artillery lobbed over shells ran- 
domly, day and night. Luc thought he would go deaf from the constant 
explosion. There were days when he counted seven raids by B-52 
bombers. He and his unit had to live in bunkers and move about in 
trenches. The bunkers were shielded by an A-frame roof, but could not 
protect them from direct hits. Once, when one of the bunkers was 
struck, Luc went over to inspect the damage. What he saw made him 
shudder. The bunker had become a gaping hole, and the platoon that 
had lived there had simply disappeared, pulverized into the dirt. Luc 
did not even see bits of flesh or bone fragments lying in the churned-up 
ground. The only evidence he found that men had lived there was a few 
wallets with their family photos still intact. 

Life in the trenches would have been trying enough even without the 
bombing and shelling. Dust and mud were Luc’s constant companions. 
For food, he ate rice that had gotten moldy from long storage in jungle 
sheds and C rations. It got to the point where he could not look at a C- 
ration without feeling nauseated. His teeth got bad, and he suffered from 
constipation, among other health problems. He yearned for fresh fruit 
and vegetables. The material craving was not as hard to bear as the psy- 
chological tension of living in the shadow of death and destruction, and 
the stress of being away from his wife and six-year-old son. Each morn- 
ing, he would wonder whether he would live to see the sun set. He 
would wish that the deafening barrages of bombs and shells would cease 
so he could have some peace and quiet. And he would long to be home 
with his family. 

Yet Luc and the other men accepted the hardships as normal wartime 
conditions, and at any rate did not dare to object. There was nothing 
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they could do but grin and bear it. What kept them going more than 
anything was the determination not to let the Americans have their way. 
Luc would tell me later, “The United States is a rich and powerful coun- 
try. It could afford to drop a lot more bombs on our heads than the 
French could. The war near the 17th Parallel was incredibly fierce—a 
hundred times worse than anything we had gone through during the 
resistance against the French. The Americans were pounding and ham- 
mering us, but we couldn’t let them bring us down to our knees.” 

Luc and his comrades were not just passively sitting in their trench- 
es, however. His regiment shot down eighty-six U.S. planes. Luc him- 
self scored a personal success when he directed an attack against a South 
Vietnamese post at Doc Mieu, just across the demarcation line, using an 
anti-aircraft gun. The first shell went too far, but the second and third 
did the job. The gasoline tank behind the post caught fire, and the 
flames spread to the ammunition depot, making it explode like fire- 
works. 

The same determination that kept Luc and his comrades going also 
prevailed in other parts of the North. At the Thai Nguyen steel mill, the 
North’s only such complex, Trung—the youth who had gone into Hanoi 
as part of the advance party of cadres to reassure its residents before the 
arrival of Viet Minh troops in 1954, and who was now an engineer 
trained in the Soviet Union—endured repeated bombings along with 
his co-workers. The bombardment started in 1966 when industrial sites 
became targets, with the first wave of attacks taking place in November 
of that year. In March 1967, jet fighters carried out about fifty strikes 
on the mill in the space of two weeks. The steel complex was well pro- 
tected with surface-to-air missiles and anti-aircraft guns. Planes that 
eluded these would meet a hail of gunfire from plant workers manning 
machine guns and rifles. The jet fighters, two to five operating in tan- 
dem, had a predictable schedule. They usually appeared at ten o'clock in 
the morning and two o'clock in the afternoon, when the slanting sun- 
light blinded the shooters on the ground. The planes would swoop 
down inside the sun shaft, drop bombs and rockets, and then bank 
upward. The workers knew when to stop work and take up position 
with their weapons to wait for the aircraft. Most pilots preferred to 
stay at high altitude, and missed their target. But some were daredevils 
who would swoop down low to drop their bombs. The workers shot 
down several planes and captured a pilot, whom they handed over to 
the army. The complex sustained heavy damage, but survived. Like oth- 
ers who lived through this trying period, Trung looks back on it with 
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pride and a sort of nostalgia. He recalls the satisfaction of rising to a 
great challenge, defying the most powerful nation on earth. Today he 
misses the support, spirit of determination, and sense of mission that 
everyone shared at the time. 

Of all the American bombs, Trung thought the huge Daisy Cutters, 
which contained 15,000 pounds of explosives each, were the most dan- 
gerous. Not only could they blow people to bits, but the shock waves 
they created could asphyxiate, or simply crush the life out of you. When 
Trung helped pick up victims for burial, he found the corpses complete- 
ly limp, as though all their bones had been shattered. “The bodies felt 
like they were made of rubber,” he recalled in 1995. The cluster bombs 
were also horrible; Trung buried several victims whose bodies had been 
shredded by their sharp pellets. 

My cousin An, one of Uncle Dinh’s daughters, was another relative 
who knew what it was like to live under constant bombardment. She 
had been assigned to teach in Nghe An, another hard-hit province. Six 
months’ pregnant, she was terrified by the bombing day and night. She 
left her post and went home to her father’s house in Hanoi to wait for 
the baby’s arrival. She and her husband traveled on foot through the jun- 
gle, skirting the open roads and walking at night to avoid the bombings. 
Even so, they often had to run and take shelter from the planes. Once in 
a while, they managed to hitch a ride on a train. It took them a month 
to cover 300 kilometers. To commemorate this trip, they named their 
daughter Truong Chinh, or Long March. After leaving An at Uncle 
Dinh’s home, her husband bicycled back to his post in Nghe An. 

An felt safer in Hanoi, where there was frequent wailing of air-raid 
alerts, but at least not constant bombardment. The city remained off- 
limits to American planes, but no one considered it safe. Stray bombs 
sometimes fell into the streets, and everyone suspected that the 
Americans could reverse their policy and start bombing the city at any 
moment. Every house had a shelter of some sort—from a stairwell to a 
real brick and mortar construction—like the one in An’s backyard. 
Whenever jet fighters approached, sirens would go off and everyone 
would hurry to a shelter. Hanoi’s streets were lined with concrete shells 
with manhole covers set into the pavement, each large enough to accom- 
modate one person. At my old elementary school, the Ecole Sainte 
Marie, there was a large shelter dug under the front porch of the old 
chapel. 

In December 1972, B-52s appeared over Hanoi for the first time. 
President Nixon had used these bombers to attack military targets in the 
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North in March, but the scope and ferocity of the December bombing 
would far surpass anything the North had seen before. This time, Nixon 
had a more ambitious purpose: He wanted to leave the North prostrate 
for years and buy time for the Saigon government to survive after 
American troops went home. He would throw B-52s against nonmilitary 
targets, to inflict as much agony as possible among the population. For 
eleven days, except for a pause to observe Christmas, the entire fleet of 
available B-52s and jet fighters hammered North Vietnam. Hanoi’s 
vicinity suffered the brunt of the attacks, which took place mostly at 
night. Throughout the night, waves of between forty and seventy-two 
bombers each time rained explosives on their targets, mostly railyards, 
power plants, communication centers, and storage areas on the city’s 
periphery, but from an altitude of seven miles, “collateral damage” was 
inevitable. A hospital got hit, along with the Kham Thien section of 
Hanoi, a densely populated area near the Hang Co train station. 

As the bombers approached, the streets reverberated with the fright- 
ening message from loudspeakers, “B-528 approaching to carpet bomb. 
Everyone to the shelter.” Tracer bullets from anti-aircraft guns, like the 
one mounted on the rooftop right above my cousin Lang’s apartment, 
would light up the darkness. Flaming wrecks of B-52s hit by surface-to- 
air missiles fell from the sky. Hiding in the stairwell, Lang could feel the 
ground and the building shake, and she was certain that the house 
would collapse and bury her and her family alive. Even inside the stair- 
well, the force of the explosions pummeled her chest, so that she 
thought she was going to suffocate. Lang survived, but one of my 
nephews, who lived near the Yen Phu power plant, did not. He was 
hiding under the stairwell when one of the B-52 bombs intended for Yen 
Phu exploded close by. The pressure from the explosion asphyxiated 
him. His family found him still standing, holding on to the handlebars 
of his bicycle. He had taken it—his most precious possession—with him 
into hiding to protect it from harm. As the B-52s ranged further afield, 
Trung had never witnessed anything as awesome as when the bombers 
struck the thermal power plant, the railyard, and other targets in Thai 
Nguyen. It was night, and the planes flew so high in the sky that he 
could not hear their engines. Suddenly, the ground trembled as though 
shaken by an earthquake. The detonations came so close to one another 
that Trung could not tell one explosion apart from the next. The flash- 
es from the bombs looked like a river of fire that flowed for several kilo- 
meters. 

For days, the waves of bombers kept coming. People in Hanoi had no 
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idea when the bombings would stop. Few expected to survive. Each 
time Lang ran into someone she knew, she would think it might be the 
last time. After the first night of bombing, my cousin Thuc went out 
into the street and saw the torso of a victim floating in the lake near her 
house, whose legs had been blown away, and his insides torn. A 
woman, probably a relative, was trying to pull the corpse ashore with 
a tree branch. When Lang returned to the Kham Thien area where she 
ran a fabric stall, she found the area devastated. She saw a corpse lying 
in the street, with his guts spilling out of his body, still holding onto 
his supper—a piece of bread stuffed with cold meat the color of his dead 
flesh. From that day on, the mere sight of cold meat would make Lang’s 
stomach churn. At her stall, relatives of the dead crowded around her, 
demanding to buy cloth to wrap the corpses for burial. She sold so much 
fabric that her arms began to ache from cutting it. Not all the dead could 
be recovered from the rubble of the multistory buildings. Chemicals 
were sprayed to mask the stench of decomposing bodies, but it remained 
overpowering, and would waft all the way to the Nga Tu So intersec- 
tion on the outskirts of Hanoi. Thuc remembers that for a long time after 
the bombings she would smell the nauseating odor the moment she 
entered this intersection. Even today, she can still smell it in her nos- 
trils. 

(When Thang and Hau moved to the Institute for Agricultural 
Science in Van Dien near Hanoi after the war, they found a wasteland. 
Bomb craters pockmarked the ground and weeds grew everywhere. 
They met people who had lost relatives in the bombing and those who 
had been wounded. One woman had been burned from head to toe. 
These encounters made them realize how fortunate they had been to 
have escaped the fury of the bombings.) 

The December bombing killed and wounded over 2000 civilians in 
Hanoi, and another 300 in Haiphong. Considering the tonnage of explo- 
sives that were dropped, this rate of casualties was considered low. 
Also, U.S. policy was to inflict psychological anguish rather than kill 
innocent people, although no one in the North at the time would have 
believed this. To the residents of Kham Thien, where about 200 were 
killed, the death toll did not seem minor. In their eyes, the killing was 
deliberate. Each year, on the anniversary of the destruction of their 
quarters, families that lost relatives in the bombing light candles and 
joss sticks to commemorate the dead. With the passage of time, the 
anger and resentment has dissipated. After years of economic hardship, 
the residents of Hanoi in 1993 were eager for the Americans to return, 
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as investors rather than as foes, to help develop their country and ease 
their own lives, and were ready to bury the antagonistic past. 

The United States also suffered losses in the attacks, in aircraft and in 
pilots killed and captured. Surface-to-air missiles downed at least fifteen 
B-52s. The wreckage of one now sits in the courtyard of the military 
museum in Hanoi. The unleashing of strategic bombers against nonmili- 
tary targets, coming on the heels of National Security Advisor Henry 
Kissinger’s announcement that “peace is at hand,” stunned and repelled 
the world and caused an uproar in the United States. But it mollified 
President Thieu of South Vietnam. Fearful that the departure of the 
Americans would leave him vulnerable, he had done all he could to scut- 
tle the agreement that Kissinger had worked out in Paris. Now he felt 
he could hold out no longer. The Americans had given him massive mil- 
itary aid to ensure his survival and ravaged the North to buy him time. 
In any case, it was clear that the Americans had had enough of “mort- 
gaging” their foreign policy “to the defense of one country,” as Kissinger 
put it. They were going home. After more arm-twisting by Washington, 
Thieu signed the Paris peace agreement in 1973. Nixon declared that the 
United States had achieved peace with honor. The American pilots who 
had been captured and incarcerated were released as part of the agree- 
ment. Over the North, there was finally peace in the sky. 

With the war still going on in the South and siphoning off resources, 
reconstruction proceeded very slowly. Thang and Hau continued to live 
as before, putting up with lack of food and other shortages. In the win- 
ter, they still wore the same quilted jackets that had been patched over 
and over. But they gamely carried on. When the tanks crashed into 
Thieu’s presidential palace in 1975 and brought the war to an end, they 
rejoiced. They knew that at last their struggle was over. After thirty 
years of warfare, the chain of events that took them into the Viet Minh 
zone had finally led to victory. 
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Flying into the Unknown 


One night in April 1975, the 
phone rang in our house in Ithaca, 
New York. I had been asleep, but 
hearing the voice of my brother Giu 
thousands of miles away in Saigon, 
I woke up instantly. 

Saigon was falling apart at the 
seams, and the communists were 
closing in for the final assault. I had 
been trying to call my family in vain 
for days; the circuits had been 
jammed. Now, with Giu on the 
line, I had all kinds of questions I 
wanted to ask. I knew we could not 
waste precious seconds. Before any- 
thing happened to the fragile con- 
nection, I shouted over horrible sta- 
tic, “What's everybody planning to 
do? Do you want to stay or leave?” 
I could hardly make out the answer, 
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“Di—di het” (“We all want to leave—everyone in the family”). I said, 
“TIL do everything I can to get you out. But expect to have a hard time 
resettling in America.” He answered, “Just get us out. We'll worry 
about surviving later.” Then Giu’s voice was cut off. That was all the 
time he could get at the post office for the call. Outside the booth, as he 
told me later, the line of people anxious to contact relatives overseas and 
ask for evacuation help snaked through the entrance and spilled into the 
street. If he had tried to call me just seven days later, it would have been 
impossible. By then the entire Saigon government and army had fallen 
apart and no one bothered to show up to run the post office. 

That was how the war ended, in a massive disintegration. There was 
no climactic battle like Dien Bien Phu, no courageous last stand. The 
house of cards collapsed faster than anyone could have imagined. I cer- 
tainly had not expected the sudden debacle. Just two years before, when 
I had gone home for a visit, Saigon had looked strong. True, American 
troops had left, but Saigon now had over a million men in its army, and 
over two billion dollars’ worth of weapons that President Nixon and 
Henry Kissinger had funneled to President Thieu. The arms were the 
sugar coating to induce Thieu to swallow the bitter pill of U.S. with- 
drawal and sign the Paris Accords. The agreement had not solved any of 
the basic problems. It left the two armed camps in South Vietnam in 
place. It did not settle the question of how they would carve out power 
and share it peacefully. Kissinger knew that fighting would resume and 
had predicted privately that Saigon would fall two years after the 
Americans left. But the mood Dave and I found on our visit in 1973 was 
not as downbeat. My relatives certainly did not believe that the com- 
munists could defeat Saigon so quickly. Like me, they suspected deep 
down that the communists would win sooner or later. But for now, look- 
ing at the balance of forces, they were optimistic. They told me South 
Vietnam was strong enough to keep the communists at bay for a long 
time, especially since Washington was continuing to provide military 
and economic aid. Their assessment persuaded me. I felt glad for them— 
at least their lives would not be disrupted by a communist victory in the 
near future. I left for the United States thinking that the roof was not 
going to come down any time soon, and that I would have plenty of 
occasions to come back for more visits. 

It was true that the communists were relatively weak then. They had 
not recovered from the losses they suffered in the spring offensive in 
1972, when massive American bombings inflicted heavy casualties on 
their troops and turned the tide of battle. Their army was now only one- 
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fourth the size of Thieu’s army, and it was exhausted. The territory they 
controlled in the South was a patchwork of marginal and sparsely pop- 
ulated areas. With the North’s economy depleted by the war, and its 
Chinese and Soviet allies cutting their military aid, the communist lead- 
ership was split. Some wanted to keep up the pressure in the South. 
Others wanted to pull back and devote more of the North’s meager 
resources to rebuilding the economy, and this faction prevailed for a 
while. So, while they licked their wounds, rebuilt their forces, and 
tried to put their economic house in order, the communists in the South 
stayed relatively quiet. 

Not long after our 1973 visit, the interlude of calm came to an end. 
President Thieu was the one who took the initiative. Pressing his mili- 
tary advantage, he went on the offensive and pushed the communists out 
of a quarter of the territory they controlled, mostly in the region near 
Saigon and in the rich Mekong Delta. But this success would turn out to 
have a disastrous cost, as his army became overextended and immobi- 
lized in defending static positions. Beginning in 1974, with Soviet mil- 
itary aid once again picking up, the communists began to prepare for a 
final offensive. Battalions of laborers built a highway, slicing through 
dense jungles and formidable mountains, from the North to the Mekong 
Delta. Trucks would start rolling down this route to channel troops and 
weapons into the South. They also built an oil pipeline stretching for 
3000 miles and reaching all the way to Loc Ninh, about seventy-five 
miles northwest of Saigon, and a radio network that would allow their 
commanders to talk directly to Hanoi. 

By this time, economic and political problems were already unravel- 
ing Saigon. My brother Giu is convinced that even if the communists 
had not made their final push in 1975, the regime would have collapsed 
on its own a year or two later. When they left, the Americans had taken 
their dollars with them. The economy dried up. Jobs disappeared. The 
first people to feel the pinch were those who had depended on the G.L.s 
for a living: bar girls, bar and restaurant owners, and others catering to 
their needs such as tailors and barbers. Others who suffered included 
workers at U.S. bases, and those employed by American construction 
companies that had been building roads up and down the length of the 
country. In all, two million people—30 percent of the workforce— 
were thrown out of work. In the second half of 1973, inflation rose 
drastically, eroding income even more. This time, the ripple originated 
with the Yom Kippur war and the Arab oil embargo, which led to a 
fourfold increase in the price of gasoline. The cost of oil and other 
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commodities that the South had to import, such as rice, then shot up. 
With every dollar in economic aid that Washington continued to pro- 
vide, Saigon could only import fifty cents’ worth of goods. To reflect its 
declining value, the currency had to be devalued almost monthly. This 
only made imports more expensive and inflation worse. The vast major- 
ity of the people had a harder and harder time making ends meet. 

The Thieu government made some attempts to cope with the crisis. 
But lack of planning and sheer incompetence, combined with factors it 
could not control, such as worldwide inflation and the continuing dis- 
ruption and instability caused by the war, doomed its efforts. Except 
for a few feeble initiatives, such as hiring workers to sweep the streets 
and clean the gutters of Saigon, the government had no strategy to cope 
with the worsening situation. Instead, it pinned all its hopes on foreign 
investments and especially on the prospect of striking oil off the coast of 
Vung Tau. But the continued fighting made foreign investors leery, and 
although oil was discovered, it was too little, too late. A sense of doom 
infected Saigon. 

In this crisis, those who suffered the most were the foot soldiers, all 
from poor backgrounds, who had to bear the brunt of the fighting while 
well-connected families shielded their own sons from the war. 
Considering that they had little to gain and everything to lose in this 
war, the soldiers’ morale had been surprisingly high, and they had 
fought on occasion with a lot of courage. Now, however, they were get- 
ting demoralized—-by the corruption and indifference of their leaders 
and by the frightful inflation that had eroded the value of their pitiful 
pay to the point that they had only one-third of what they would have 
needed to support their families at a subsistence level. In the past, their 
wives could find petty jobs to add to the family income. Now those jobs 
were gone. Waste and corruption were also undermining their fighting 
capability, as vital supplies were siphoned off and even sold to the com- 
munists, and equipment left to deteriorate. The malfeasance reached the 
highest levels of government. General Nguyen Vinh Nghi, the army 
commander in the Mekong Delta who was later dismissed for corrup- 
tion, pilfered tens of thousands of small arms and sold most of the equip- 
ment to the Viet Cong. Some senior officers were even pocketing their 
units’ payroll. 

Government corruption had been endemic and brazen. Bribery was 
the grease that kept everything running. Even getting a passport and 
exit visa required bribing the powerful. The daughter of one wealthy 
family was said to have paid President Thieu’s special assistant for 
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national security six million piasters, which were delivered to him 
stuffed in a suitcase in exchange for a passport and exit visa to France. 
Government positions that could provide opportunities for graft, such as 
district and province chiefs, were up for sale through the prime minis- 
ter’s office or Thieu’s own political party. Those that paid huge sums of 
money to get these positions could count on getting their investment 
back several times over through corruption and extortion. As long as 
there were plenty of dollars sloshing around and life remained comfort- 
able, popular anger was muted, but when conditions worsened and peo- 
ple had to struggle to feed themselves and their families, they became 
less tolerant of corruption and more resentful of the rich and powerful 
who were profiting from the war. 

The corruption had become so widespread that even those who 
would normally shy away from doing anything that might undermine 
Saigon and bolster the communists were moved to action. A group of 
Catholic priests—usually the staunchest supporters of Saigon and the 
most ardent anticommunists—publicly indicted Thieu and his family as 
corrupt and accused Thieu and his prime minister of involvement in 
heroin traffic. They also demanded that Thieu’s wife be prosecuted for 
corruption. Thieu knew he could not ignore this movement, so he 
responded by firing two division commanders for selling rice to the Viet 
Cong and dismissing three of his four region commanders. In addition, 
he forced four of his cabinet ministers to resign. But this hardly 
scratched the surface, and left top officials like Thieu himself, General 
Dang Van Quang, and Prime Minister Tran Thien Khiem and their 
wives untouched. They continued to make their fortunes in real estate 
and other business deals. 

In these difficult conditions, some people in my family fared. better 
than others. Giu and his wife did the best. Giu's salary as a middle-level 
bureaucrat would have given them only a comfortable lifestyle, but 
Nguyet, his wife, was a shrewd woman who was making a great deal of 
money. Nguyet was tight-lipped about her family background and her 
activities, but the rumors we picked up claimed that she was making 
money from arranging business deals using her access to President Thieu, 
to whom she was related, and getting a cut for each one she helped 
secure government approval. Giu, however, told us that she had gotten 
rich from savvy investments in businesses like a pharmaceutical compa- 
ny. Nguyet kept her distance from us, and refused to assume her respon- 
sibilities as the wife of the eldest son, such as attending clan gatherings 
and organizing family festivities. Her aloofness annoyed my parents, 
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although, out of deference to Giu, they never complained to him about 
her abdicating her duties. 

My brother Luong had prospered in his private law practice, defend- 
ing rich Chinese merchants in Cholon against charges of wartime spec- 
ulation and other economic crimes. Thu, Luong’s wife, got along well 
with my family and took part cheerfully in the clan and family functions, 
which meant a lot to my parents. Yet although they were going out of 
their way to be helpful and nice, Luong and Thu never got the attention 
and appreciation from my parents that they deserved. In their old-fash- 
ioned way, my parents continued to look up to Giu and Nguyet as the 
most senior members of the family and to defer to them. My other sib- 
lings and I disliked this bias, but my parents were too old-fashioned to 
shake this traditional attachment to family hierarchy. 

Xuong, my other brother, had never found his niche in life, and had 
bounced from job to job. It seemed that he preferred to keep moving, to 
answer the call of some adventure—no one knew what. As the black 
sheep of the family, Xuong did not want us to pry into what he did. He 
kept us at a distance, by hiding behind an outrageous sense of humor that 
was uproariously funny but also at times inappropriate. Every question 
would be deflected with a sarcastic or exaggerated answer. But now, 
perhaps with age, he had begun to settle down. He found a job with the 
American Defense Attaché Office, which had stayed behind to provide 
logistics to the Vietnamese army. With his salary and the income that 
Hao, his wife, was getting from her work at an American oil firm, he 
and his family managed to get by. 

My four sisters were not faring as well. Phu’s husband's salary as an 
engineer in the Public Works Ministry was not enough to support his 
family of six children, so Phu spent most of her time trying to push busi- 
ness deals through the bureaucracy in the hope of getting a commission, 
but without access to powerful people, her efforts usually floundered. 
My other sister Binh was also struggling. Lu, her husband, an agricul- 
tural engineer trained in England and France, had quit his job to start a 
farm near Saigon to raise chickens for a living, but lost his capital when 
an epidemic wiped out his flock. Fortunately, Binh found a job working 
for Chase Manhattan Bank, and her salary kept them afloat. My sister 
Yen should have fared better but did not. Do, her husband, who was 
working as an engineer in a government-owned sugar refinery, had 
amassed huge savings. Being extremely parsimonious, however, he kept 
Yen and their children on a shoestring budget, feeding them and cloth- 
ing them just barely enough. Yen had to work as a seamstress, doing 
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piecework, to earn a little extra money. My sister Tuyet, who was mar- 
ried to Tuan, the only son of General Le Van Ty, the former Chief of 
Staff under President Diem, was teaching primary school in Cholon to 
supplement her husband’s small salary as a lieutenant in the army. She 
and Tuan shared a villa with her mother-in-law, saving rent money that 
would have taken a large portion of their income. Tuyet had married 
Tuan out of love, but now the marriage was getting frayed by his gam- 
bling and drinking. At one point she left and returned to my parents’ 
house full of anger and despair, but for the sake of the children, and 
because of the social stigma attached to any woman who left her hus- 
band, she went back to him. 

My father was now retired, and with only about 6000 piasters per 
month in pension payment—$1 2 at the market exchange rate—he and 
my mother would have found it impossible to survive if they were not 
getting help from my brothers Giu and Luong. Giu bought the house 
they lived in when the government put it on the market, and gave them 
money to fix it up. He also gave them a large subsidy each month, as did 
Luong. Whenever I stayed in Saigon, I would also chip in with a gift 
each month, although my husband was still in graduate school and we 
were living on his fellowship. With all this monetary help, my parents 
had a comfortable life, free of the financial worries that were plaguing 
so many other people in Saigon. 

Even those with jobs found it harder and harder to stretch their 
salaries and feed their families. Giu tried to help the workers at his 
cement works. Unable to get them raises from a tightfisted board, he 
gave them food subsidies, and he asked those he knew were the hardest 
hit to put in overtime so he could pay them extra. The meal stipends and 
overtime pay ended up costing his budget more than the regular salaries, 
but the enterprise was making good money and he could afford to keep 
his subsidies going. Higher prices overseas had forced a drop in import- 
ed cement, leaving his enterprise a bigger share of the market and allow- 
ing it to make huge profits. In other industries, businesses were suffer- 
ing. Factories faced warehouses bulging with unsold goods, and had to 
lay off their employees—adding to the ranks of the unemployed. 

While the communists recovered and made plans to renew military 
action in the South, the situation in Saigon went from bad to worse in 
1974. The fall of Richard Nixon was a blow to Thieu. He had counted 
on Nixon to deliver military aid and to come to his rescue with renewed 
bombings should the communists start to gain the upper hand. Now the 
mood in America shifted. Weary of the war, the United States was 
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determined to put its obsession with Vietnam behind and move on to 
other priorities. The Pentagon, feeling it had fallen behind the Soviets 
in arms buildup, preferred to spend resources on weapons instead of 
pouring it into Saigon. A new Congress, responsive to the public mood, 
was less willing to dispense taxpayers’ money to the generals in Saigon. 
Even before Nixon was forced out of office, Congress voted to ban all 
bombing in Indochina, to make sure America would not again be drawn 
back into the conflict. Then it began to scale back the annual military 
aid to Saigon. President Ford, not wanting to be saddled with “Nixon’s 
war,” was not prepared to bail out Thieu and his cronies. 

In a bid to extract more aid from Washington, Saigon claimed it was 
facing a severe shortage of ammunition and limited the use of ordnance 
across the board. This restriction had a demoralizing impact on the 
South Vietnamese army. The soldiers had learned to fight the war the 
American way—dependent on helicopters for mobility, close support of 
airplanes and artillery, and the unlimited use of ammunition. In Ha Tien, 
for example, at the height of the American involvement, the artillery 
unit could fire its two huge cannons to its heart’s content. At the least 
sign of communist activity, it would open up. A ferocious artillery bar- 
rage would precede each infantry operation, to clear the ground before 
the troops waded in. The concrete ammunition depot was always brim- 
ming with about 800 shells, and the moment a hundred or two were 
expended, planes would replace the supplies the next day. Now the ran- 
dom shelling to harass the communists, or interdiction fire, was cut back 
to four rounds a day. When the troops went on operation, only twenty- 
five shells could be fired to support them. Now, if there was a sound in 
the night, it might be an animal stepping on a twig, the soldiers could 
not instinctively react with a hail of bullets. 

Forced to fight a poor man’s war—using ammunition sparingly and 
fighting it out on foot, as the Viet Cong had done for years—Saigon’s 
soldiers felt hobbled. Because of the fuel shortage, they could no longer 
hop into helicopters or trucks to get to their target area or to respond to 
a sudden communist attack somewhere. Even without the shortage, 
many of the helicopters and planes would not have been able to take to 
the air to provide support because of poor maintenance or lack of spare 
parts. No doubt the aid cutback forced Saigon to economize, but the 
measures taken were extreme and ill-considered. When the Pentagon 
sent its own logistics expert to assess Saigon’s needs in 1974, he report- 
ed that South Vietnam still had huge stockpiles of ammunition, and that 
much of its gasoline was being diverted into the black market. Even as 
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its army began to fall apart in March 1975, Saigon still had two-thirds 
of the ammunition supplied by Washington during the massive buildup 
prior to the signing of the Paris agreement. Unfortunately, this ammuni- 
tion was stored near Saigon and not available to field soldiers and offi- 
cers. 

The cut in aid made Thiew’s position precarious. As long as he could 
extract bountiful aid from Washington, the generals left him alone. But 
now, his usefulness was gone. Precisely because his position had weak- 
ened, Thieu became even more reluctant to clean house to win the pop- 
ular support he needed to defeat the communists. He clung even more to 
officers whom he could trust, although they were incompetent or dis- 
honest—or both. And the more he felt threatened, the less he tolerated 
opposition. The more he cracked down on dissidents, the more unpopu- 
lar he became. It was a vicious circle, and he grew more and more iso- 
lated. Opposition to Thieu continued to intensify, fed by discontent 
over the economic crisis and also by war weariness. Even among the 
middle and upper middle class, among people who had the most to lose 
in a communist victory, more and more voices were rising to protest 
Thieu's belligerence and intransigence. The yearning for peace grew, 
even among some Catholics. Encouraged by the Vatican's 1973 endorse- 
ment of a policy of accommodation with the communists, a small group 
of Catholic priests came out in favor of peace. They joined their demand 
with that of Buddhist leaders, who had been their bitter political oppo- 
nents in the past. Although most Catholics remained hawkish, this call 
for an end to the war from among their own ranks was significant. 

Thieu refused to listen to these voices, dismissing those who demand- 
ed a negotiated settlement as “communist sympathizers” and “communist 
dupes.” He grimly pressed on with his military solution, confident that 
if he faltered the United States would re-enter the war to keep the com- 
munists from winning. This illusion persisted almost until the very end; 
he and his group simply could not bring themselves to believe that 
America would not return. Thinking the United States had invested too 
much blood and too much money in Vietnam to simply walk away, they 
kept waiting for the cavalry to come to the rescue. The Americans them- 
selves had created this dependency, which permeated not only the top 
leadership, but all levels of government. No one took the initiative to do 
anything, and no one was held accountable for not taking action. Passing 
the buck became a favorite pastime for everyone, from the militia in the 
outpost to the ministers in Thieu’s government. At the most critical 
times, when Saigon’s survival hung in the balance, Thieu would press 
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his closest advisors for comments on a policy he was contemplating. 
Used to letting the Americans plan and execute for them, these advisors 
would be at a loss as to what to do, and would keep silent or defer to 
Thieu’s judgment. 

It was against this backdrop of economic crisis, political malaise, and 
demoralization in Saigon that Hanoi put together its plan for a 1975 
spring offensive. Hanoi’s immediate aim was not to try to take over all 
of South Vietnam, but to be ready to exploit military advantages as they 
emerged, and to set the stage for an all-out assault in 1976. First, the 
communists attacked Phuoc Long, an unimportant province forty-five 
miles northwest of Saigon, in December 1974. The attack was a test to 
see whether the United States would re-enter the war and support the 
South Vietnamese army with the massive B-52 bombings that had saved 
Saigon several times in the past. When Washington did not respond, 
the communists knew they would have only Saigon to worry about from 
then on. Saigon did not have B-52s, and when it did get planes in the 
air, its pilots preferred to drop bombs from a height of 10,000 feet to 
avoid getting shot down, making the bombs more of a hazard for their 
own troops than for the enemy. The communists took Phuoc Long in the 
first week of January 1975. 

The fall of Phuoc Long was a psychological blow for Saigon and a 
boost for Hanoi, which began a massive troop buildup to attack the two 
northernmost areas of South Vietnam, called Military Regions I and II. 
In February 1975, General Van Tien Dung, the newly appointed com- 
mander of communist forces in the South, arrived from the North to 
direct the offensive. He set up his field headquarters west of the small 
town of Ban Me Thuot, the first target for his campaign, located 150 
miles north of Saigon. On March 10, the assault began and, less than a 
week later, the town fell. The day after the communists attacked Ban 
Me Thuot, Thieu met with his three closest advisors to discuss a strat- 
egy he called dau be dit to, or “small head, big ass.” Thieu told the prime 
minister, the chairman of the Joint General Staff, and his national secu- 
rity advisor not to breathe a word of what he was going to do to the 
Americans. All three kept their word. (Later his aides delicately trans- 
lated this earthy description into English as “light at the top, heavy at 
the bottom,” to explain that, indeed, Thieu had a strategy when he 
ordered the retreat.) 

Thieu explained to the other three generals that the army was 
stretched too thin, and that the time had come to abandon the marginal 
territories in the two northern regions, in effect shrinking the “head.” 
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These were hilly and jungle areas that were poor in resources, sparsely 
populated, and a drain on Saigon’s treasury. To Thieu, they had little 
value. The troops now being deployed to defend them would be moved 
south to defend the heart (or “bottom”) of South Vietnam—the region 
around Saigon and the rich Mekong Delta—and to drive the communists 
out of the pockets they controlled there. In the two northern regions, 
only coastal enclaves would be held to protect the offshore oil fields. 
For Thieu, who had adamantly opposed giving up any land to the com- 
munists, this strategy was a major departure. Yet his advisors did not 
ask any questions or raise any objections. Without careful planning and 
without thinking through the implications of his strategy, Thieu decid- 
ed to begin pulling back into a truncated South Vietnam. 

The withdrawal was the beginning of the end. It started with the 
abandonment of the towns of Kontum and Pleiku—once a huge 
American logistics base in the central highlands. There was no master 
plan for the evacuation. Thieu simply told the general in charge that he 
would have four days to complete the retreat. The general quickly flew 
out, leaving subordinates to improvise. Chaos set in immediately. As 
regular troops pulled out of Pleiku, the militia also abandoned their 
posts and left. At the airport, most of the pilots had flown out with 
their families, and scores of planes were abandoned without anyone to 
operate them. Frightened civilians and the families of the soldiers also 
fled, becoming hopelessly mixed in with the withdrawing troops. As 
the line snaked toward a town on the coast, more people joined it. The 
convoy, now swollen to 100,000 people, was ambushed and shelled by 
the communists at a downed bridge and attacked by dissident tribesmen 
who had been fighting for autonomy from Saigon. The casualties turned 
the column into what people in Saigon called “the convoy of tears.” 

What was supposed to be a limited and tactical retreat turned into 
a rout and set in motion Saigon’s debacle. Like an epidemic, the panic 
spread. Towns and provinces were abandoned without a fight. Thieu 
and his generals were powerless to stop this momentum. Saigon had 
allowed soldiers to bring their relatives with them wherever they were 
stationed, mainly in the hope that they would fight harder to protect 
their families. But now this policy backfired. As the communists 
advanced, Saigon’s troops had only one thing in mind: to get their fam- 
ilies out before it was too late. Each time the communists attacked a 
town, officers and soldiers would leave their posts, throw down their 
arms, and run home to get their families out of danger. Panic-stricken 
civilians would join the retreating columns, and the mass of humanity 
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would dash headlong down the coast trying to find the next safe 
enclave. 

After Hue, the proud former imperial capital, was abandoned, this 
mass of refugees descended toward Danang. As its population swelled 
from one and a half to two million, the city disintegrated into anarchy. 
Army stragglers sowed terror among the frightened residents. When the 
news spread that the communists were about to attack, thousands tried 
to leave. Panicking soldiers and civilians converged toward the two air- 
fields. When planes and helicopters landed to pick up Americans and 
their Vietnamese employees, the mob stormed the aircraft. The last 
flight out of Danang was the most harrowing, called by an American 
journalist onboard “the flight out of hell.” Armed soldiers charged on 
board, trampling women and children. As the plane took off, they clung 
to the hatch, wheel wells, wings, and landing gear. Many were crushed 
when the plane took off or lost their grip and fell to their death after the 
aircraft was airborne. Elsewhere, remnants of Thieu’s divisions battled 
with civilians to get into fishing boats and put out to sea. 

Up and down the coast of the two military regions north of Saigon, 
similar scenes of violence and panic were taking place. In all, over two 
million people were on the move, toward what they hoped would be a 
secure haven. Numbed by the disaster and worried about their own sur- 
vival, the leaders in Saigon did nothing to help the refugees. Instead of 
dealing with the crisis, Thieu and his cabinet focused all their efforts on 
getting more aid out of Washington and pressuring Americans to bomb 
the communists. Again, they looked to Washington for an answer, not 
to themselves. 

As his northern territory crumbled, the only option left for Thieu 
was to shrink back to the region around Saigon and to the Mekong 
Delta. But he had only six divisions left to defend Saigon and the rest of 
his “big bottom.” In a matter of weeks, his regular forces had dwindled 
from 300,000 to 90,000 soldiers, or six divisions. He had also lost a bil- 
lion dollars’ worth of equipment—either destroyed in the fighting or 
simply left behind. Half of his planes and helicopters had been aban- 
doned. Arrayed against him were over 300,000 communist troops, or 
eighteen divisions, supported by tanks and even heat-seeking anti-air- 
craft missiles. 

Hanoi was as surprised as Thieu and the Americans by the speed of 
its success. As Thieu’s army collapsed, the communists saw their oppor- 
tunity and moved with lightning speed to take over the whole country. 
After the stunning fall of Danang into their hands at the end of March, 
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they decided that rather than wait until 1976 they would push forward 
their timetable and move right away to strike the final blow. With 
nothing to stop them, they poured troops and supplies into the South, 
via highways and through newly opened sea lanes and newly captured 
airfields. Two more combat divisions rolled toward the South. Saigon’s 
air force did little to stop this open movement of men and materiel, 
afraid of losing planes to the surface-to-air missiles that their foes had in 
their arsenal. The communists now had to race against nature. The mon- 
soon season loomed on the horizon. Soon the heavy rains would bog 
them down in water and mud. With that in mind, they decided to 
launch their offensive against Saigon on April 29, before the rains came 
in May. 

Until the communists took over Danang at the end of March, the 
Saigon middle class was in denial. They thought that the United States 
would surely come back, landing Marines in Danang as it had done in 
1965, and turn the tide. Some even clung to the illusion that the retreat 
was only an American ploy to draw the communist army into a trap. 
Even while Saigon’s defenses crumbled, there were reports that huge 
American transport planes were still landing at the airport, disgorging 
brand new howitzers still glistening with lubricants, and powerful 
tanks. People who heard this thought that the Americans were surely 
preparing an enormously unpleasant surprise for the communists. 
“There's no way the Americans can leave,” these people reassured one 
another. “We've plenty of oil deposits that the Americans want. 
Besides, the Americans have invested too much money here to just walk 
away.” Even after President Ford declared that as far as America was 
concerned the war was over, these optimists refused to believe him. “It’s 
just another American ploy to lull the Viet Cong into a false sense of 
security,” they would say. 

At first, government censorship kept people in the dark about the 
true extent of the disaster. Later, as Thieu became too preoccupied with 
his own survival and overwhelmed by events, the press became more 
daring. Newspapers began to run detailed accounts of the rout. But 
events were unfolding so fast that the local press, with its limited 
resources, could not keep up. Everyone was bewildered, caught in a 
web of conflicting rumors and news. Different people came up with dif- 
ferent scenarios of what might happen next, but as the debacle became 
clear, only the most diehard optimists continued to cling to the illusion 
that the Americans would come back. Most imagined that a coalition 
government would have to be formed, to give the communists a share of 
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power and placate them into ordering a cease-fire. Very few understood 
that the communists were about to vanquish Thieu completely. Usually 
the foreign community, with its access to sources of news outside the 
country, was better informed, but even it had a hard time sorting out 
fact from fiction. The French, in particular, had delusions about forging 
a last-minute cease-fire agreement and a coalition government for the 
South. If they succeeded, they thought, France would displace the 
United States and once again become the dominant foreign power in 
Saigon, mediating between the two sides. Giu, the only person in my 
family who had good contacts among the French, was hopelessly misled 
by their optimistic reading of the situation. 

When Ban Me Thuot fell to the communists, Giu was in Singapore 
attending a technical exposition. The television and press reports in 
Singapore predicted that Saigon would fall—not right away, but in one 
or two years. The first thing Giu did when he returned was to make the 
rounds of the French and Japanese embassies—where he also had con- 
tacts—to get a bearing on the situation. Believing that they could bro- 
ker an agreement between Saigon and the communists, the French told 
Giu to relax because he had at least six months to leave the country, if 
it came to that. They said, “Look, President Giscard d’Estaing has told 
us not to evacuate any of the ten thousand French people still in Saigon. 
Don’t worry, in six months, if necessary, we'll help you get out. But, 
just to be safe, you should get your wife and children out now.” The 
Japanese diplomat Giu contacted said something similar, which reas- 
sured him that the French assessment of the situation was accurate. 

These rounds convinced Giu that Nguyet should take the children 
and leave. He told his wife to go first; he would find a way to join them 
later. It was now getting even more difficult to get permission to go 
abroad. The price for a passport had shot up to $3000. Nguyet hesitat- 
ed, but he urged her, “Never mind how much it costs. Just get out with 
the two kids.” Since April 1 the Americans had begun evacuating cer- 
tain Vietnamese and moving them to Guam-—secretly, they thought, 
although everyone in Saigon knew about these “black” flights. Saigon 
newspapers had run articles describing refugees living in tents, painting 
a dismal picture of them surviving on the charity of the Americans. Some 
even predicted that these refugees would be summarily kicked out and 
shipped back to Saigon once things calmed down. But to my brother, 
Guam was an alternative worth considering. He told his wife, “If you 
don’t want to pay that much money, why don’t you leave with the evac- 
uees?” But she said, “Our children are small. I don’t want them to live 
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miserably as refugees. Id rather leave legally, on an Air France or Air 
Vietnam flight.” 

The secret evacuation had created a buzz of anxiety. Something must 
be afoot, a lot of people concluded, if the Americans were taking such a 
drastic step. Perhaps a fierce battle would take place before Saigon and 
the communists could come to a settlement. Many people thought of the 
disintegration of Danang and shuddered. If fighting broke out, Saigon 
would probably degenerate into anarchy and violence, as Danang had. 
So they thought it would be best to take some precautions—to get out 
and then come back later after things had sorted themselves out and a 
coalition government had formed. Thus, fleeing, and not stopping the 
communists, became the preoccupation of the middle class. When they 
met, the only questions on their lips were, “Are you going? When and 
how?” They anxiously traded tips and rumors about ways to get out. 

Those who could afford the bribes were packing into the commercial 
airlines that were still serving Tan Son Nhut airport. There, affluent 
people mobbed the ticket counters, brandishing wads of dollars and 
piasters. Villas were shuttered as their owners departed hurriedly with- 
out trying to sell their properties. The luxury goods they could not take 
along appeared in the black market for sale. Others without the cash to 
pay their way out of the country tried to find other means of escape. My 
brother Luong was approached by a group of friends who wanted him 
to chip in money to rent a boat for an escape by sea. The going price for 
a seaworthy vessel had escalated to $10,000. Luong thought about the 
dangers of such a journey in a flimsy boat over rough seas and declined 
the offer. Worried about an uncertain future, both those who planned 
to flee as well as those who decided to stay began to hoard gold, push- 
ing its price to over $700 an ounce. They also hoarded dollars, and the 
demand for the greenbacks was so brisk that the black market rate 
almost doubled. For those without connections and money, the only 
hope of getting out was through the American evacuation. 

Washington had been debating when and how fast to evacuate the 
Americans still in Saigon, and whether to evacuate any Vietnamese. 
With the economy in recession, and unemployment reaching eight per- 
cent, it was not enthusiastic about opening the gates and letting Asian 
refugees flood into the country. Congress and the Ford administration 
wanted to focus only on getting the remaining Americans in Saigon out 
to safety. Even after the fall of Danang, Graham Martin, the U.S. 
Ambassador at the time, continued to stall the evacuation, refusing to 
acknowledge the communist military threat and still wanting to protect 
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Thieu. Afraid that any hint of Americans leaving en masse would under- 
mine an already shaky Thieu and topple him, Martin dragged his feet, 
under the pretext that an evacuation would trigger panic in Saigon and 
turn the people and soldiers against the Americans. Nonetheless, by the 
middle of March, a task force in Washington began quietly to plan for 
such an eventual departure, and drew up several options—from a sea lift 
out of the port of Vung Tau northeast of Saigon to an airlift using large 
transport planes out of Tan Son Nhut airport, and, as a last resort a full 
helicopter airlift to American warships anchored off Vietnam’s territor- 
ial limit. U.S. army personnel would be flown in to provide protection. 
Although there was supposed to be no evacuation of the Vietnamese, 
the American Defense Attaché Office (DAO) and the CIA on their own 
were quietly getting some Vietnamese out, beginning in April, a few 
hundred per day. At first, these were only high-risk Vietnamese—those 
deemed in most danger if the communists won—such as DAO’s and 
CIA’s own employees. American firms were also evacuating their 
Vietnamese staff and the latter's dependents using chartered planes. This 
was how my sister Binh and her family got out, through Chase 
Manhattan bank. There was little advance warning. The order to leave 
usually came unexpectedly, and the families did not have much time to 
get ready. The instruction was for them to travel light, so they depart- 
ed with little more than carry-on bags stuffed with a few changes of 
clothes. In Binh’s case, her oldest son Minh was not home when the 
order came for them to go to a pickup point for a ride to Tan Son Nhut 
airport to board a plane bound for the Philippines. They had no choice 
but to leave without him, hoping he would somehow manage to get out 
later with my family. My brother Xuong and two of his children also 
managed to get out, evacuated by the DAO. At the last minute, he could 
not contact his wife and oldest son, so he left without them. Before 
departing for the Philippines, he promised my parents that he would 
come back to get them, the rest of our family, and his wife and son. 
My parents put a lot of faith in Xuong’s promise. But once outside the 
country he could not turn around and come back. Hoping against hope, 
most of my family gathered at my parents’ house waiting for him to 
return and whisk them away. Everyone was tense and anxious, as the 
situation had gone from bad to worse. The communists were advancing, 
while Saigon was paralyzed with incompetence and internal squabbles. 
By the beginning of April, the leaders themselves were bailing out. 
President Thieu shipped his household goods and personal fortune out 
of the country, as did General Tran Thien Khiem, who had resigned as 
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prime minister. By the third week in April, the debacle in South 
Vietnam convinced Washington that Saigon was doomed, and that no 
amount of American aid or bombing could save an incompetent and cor- 
rupt leadership incapable of rallying its own people and army. Not 
wanting to throw good money after bad, Congress rejected President 
Ford’s request for more aid for Saigon. But while Ford made the gesture 
of asking for more money—which he knew Congress would not 
approve—he ignored Thieu’s plea for B-52 bombings. 

Now that Thieu had lost his touch with Washington, his usefulness 
evaporated. His enemies began to plot against him more actively than 
before. To save his own position, Thieu spent as much time fending off 
his political rivals as in dealing with the military crisis. The air was 
thick with rumors of impending coups d’etat. The population was angry, 
but felt powerless. In frustration, soldiers in Thieu’s home province 
razed his family’s ancestral graves to show their hatred and contempt. 
Yet despite the growing opposition and mounting popular anger, Thieu 
stood firm because Ambassador Martin, afraid of making an unstable sit- 
uation worse, refused to withdraw his support. The embassy told the 
plotters bluntly not to overthrow Thieu, and promised to take care of 
them and their families in America if they stayed quiet. The offer was 
too good to risk, so they did not make any move. 

By April 21, when Xuan Loc, a town only thirty-six miles from 
Saigon, fell to the communists, the end seemed near. Now there was no 
denying that Thieu was finished. Reluctantly, Ambassador Martin told 
Thieu the time had come for him to leave. That evening, Thieu resigned, 
reading a rambling, tearful speech on television. Politicians anxious to 
negotiate a cease-fire with the communists and save Saigon wanted him 
out of the way, and he flew to Taiwan a few days later. General Duong 
Van Minh, whom the French believed could work out a political 
arrangement with the communists, took over as president. But it was too 
late for negotiations. Minh offered an olive branch to the communists; 
Hanoi, however, suspected that this latest peace overture was just a ruse 
by Saigon to gain time for rallying its forces. In any case, Hanoi was too 
close to its objective to take time out and talk. It pressed on with the 
offensive. Minh appealed to his army, asking them to keep their morale 
and their ranks intact to defend what was left of South Vietnam. But 
this, too, was too late. The whole structure was collapsing around him. 
At that moment, the anti-communists appeared for what they were: a 
conglomeration of tightly knit families motivated solely by a hatred and 
fear of communism and held together only by the glue of American 
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power. When that glue dissolved, the group disintegrated into its indi- 
vidual parts—families now concerned with saving themselves. They 
had never had a larger vision of what South Vietnam should be or why 
one should fight for it. My relatives were no different. 

The collapse frightened my family. After the fall of Xuan Loc, my 
brother Luong came home one day to discuss the grave situation with my 
father. “The communists are about to win and they'll drench the South 
in a sea of blood,” he predicted. Since Luong knew many people in the 
government and in the army, his assessment shook my father. They 
decided that the family should try to leave at all costs, before it was too 
late. Fear of getting caught in a massive communist reprisal changed my 
father. He became short-tempered, always on edge. Like other people 
who had fled from the North in 1954, my father and brother were 
absolutely sure that the communists would settle scores with them 
when they arrived. Their fear was partly fed by years of propaganda 
predicting a bloodbath if Hanoi won, and partly by the reports of the 
1968 Tet Offensive massacre in Hue. They also remembered the Viet 
Minh reprisals that had occurred in the North prior to 1954, and the 
attempt on my father’s life by communist agents in Haiphong. My father 
was now seventy-five years old, but he remained convinced that the 
communists would not spare him because of his age. The stark choices 
my father saw were either to stay and face imprisonment—or even exe- 
cution—or to flee into the unknown and try to survive somehow in 
exile. My mother was in a quandary. She wanted to stay and be reunit- 
ed with my sister Thang, and she thought my father, who had the flu, 
was too ill to travel. When she told him that she did not wish to flee, 
he lost his temper and shouted at her. She broke down and cried. In the 
end, she yielded to his desire to leave. 

By this time, the American embassy had been running its own secret 
flights out of Tan Son Nhut airport for about two weeks. At first, 
embassy officials were selective in choosing which Vietnamese to evac- 
uate, but gradually, the selection criteria was thrown overboard, and 
anyone who was able to get an American sponsor could leave. Bar girls, 
chauffeurs, cooks, gardeners working for the Americans—all hardly 
high-risk Vietnamese—were evacuated. After the fall of Xuan Loc, the 
pace of evacuation quickened, and thousands of Vietnamese a day were 
leaving on black flights, which had become the talk of Saigon. My 
father had given up on Xuong, and decided to contact me in the United 
States to see whether I could somehow get the family out on one of these 
planes. 
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In that April of 1975, my husband and I were living in Ithaca, where 
Dave was finishing his Ph.D. at Cornell University. For weeks, we 
watched the television footage of the rout in South Vietnam, transfixed 
by the panic, the chaos, and the unbelievable suffering. The pace of 
events stunned us. The communists were sweeping Saigon’s army aside 
with the ease of someone splitting bamboo with a razor-sharp machete, 
as the Vietnamese saying goes. Hue, Danang, Nha Trang—towns that 
held so much of my country’s history and my own fond memories of vaca- 
tions on pristine beaches and visits with friends and relatives—fell, one 
after another. One week, reports would say that Saigon was going to 
hold the line stretching from this town to that town, but the next week 
events would make a mockery of the prediction. Toward the end, 
experts were predicting that the South would survive in a shrunken 
form, reduced to two regions: the one around the capital and the 
Mekong Delta. After that, there was talk of a coalition government 
under Duong Van Minh, but then, suddenly, the communists were on 
the doorstep of Saigon and were getting their artillery into position to 
shell the city. As a warning, five large rockets slammed into Saigon. 

Following the swift events, I felt pity for my countrymen caught in 
the fighting and the anarchy, anguish over the death and destruction, 
fear that more pain would come before the conflict ceased, but, at times, 
also hope that perhaps the war was coming to a head and would soon 
end. The changing predictions in the media of how the situation would 
resolve itself plunged me into gloom one week and hope the next. The 
prospect that South Vietnam would continue to fight in a truncated 
state depressed me, because this meant that the war could go on for 
many more years. The possibility of a coalition government lifted my 
spirits; I thought this would be the best outcome as it would allow for 
a peaceful, quick solution to the war. Finally, the thought that the com- 
munists could bring Saigon to its knees and then proceed to take over 
what was left of the South filled me with dread; I saw the city pulver- 
ized and its residents killed by the thousands. This nightmare scenario 
seemed the most plausible, as I watched the situation from thousands of 
miles away. When it finally unfolded, the denouement turned out to be 
more benign, and a lot swifter, than I had imagined. 

The specter of my family being blown up along with Saigon made me 
lose sleep. As the media reported that more and more Vietnamese were 
fleeing, I wondered what plans my family was making. I repeatedly 
tried to call Saigon, but each time I could not get through because thou- 
sands of anxious people were calling and jamming the circuits. Then, a 


cousin of Dave's who was working in Washington, D.C., passed me the 
news that if my family called me from Saigon collect, they could get 
through. I immediately rushed out to send a cable; in the chaos, my fam- 
ily never got it. It was only when my father asked Giu to call me that I 
finally spoke to my family members. 

I boldly promised Giu that I would get everyone out, but I did not 
know how to begin setting things in motion. Washington was still say- 
ing there would be no mass evacuation of Vietnamese from Saigon, 
although it had issued a parole for Vietnamese dependents of Americans 
residing in Vietnam itself by the middle of April. I did not know it 
then, but the guideline meant nothing in Saigon, where Americans sim- 
ply evacuated whomever they wanted, claiming family relationship 
whether or not there was one. If I had known that to leave Saigon a 
Vietnamese simply had to get an American to put him or her on an evac- 
uation list, I would have contacted American friends in Saigon to put my 
family on a flight. 

I took another approach, the best one I could think of. Although I 
knew my family did not qualify under the parole, I decided to write to 
the State Department anyway, in the hope of placing their names on a 
roster in case a broader evacuation did take place. In my letter, I listed 
all my relatives except for Mao, who had died after a long struggle with 
tuberculosis. I racked my brain, trying to remember all the names of my 
nieces and nephews. I was afraid to leave any of them out. It was not an 
easy task, since there were so many—some born after my last visit to 
Saigon. Then, for good measure, I attached Xeroxed copies of my mar- 
riage and naturalization certificates to prove that I was an American cit- 
izen and could legitimately ask for help in evacuating my dependents. In 
my letter, I also mentioned that I had worked for the Rand Corporation 
on a project for the Defense Department. There had been talk about 
including high-risk Vietnamese in an evacuation, to protect them from 
communist retaliation. I thought my association with Rand, although 
innocuous as far as Pentagon projects went, might get my family includ- 
ed in this category. I sent the whole packet to the State Department, 
suspecting that my request would simply be ignored or would disappear 
in the maw of Foggy Bottom. 

Without an evacuation, the only other alternative for extricating my 
family was to fly them out on a commercial plane. I trusted that they 
would somehow manage to get the necessary passports and exit visas to 
leave the country. I counted the names of my relatives, forty adults and 
children in all. How was I going to pay for the plane tickets and to feed 
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them after they arrived, when we had no savings? Dave was a penniless 
graduate student, barely surviving on his G.I. bill stipend and his fel- 
lowship at Cornell. I was earning less than four dollars an hour work- 
ing part-time at the university. I called Dave’s mother at her farm in 
Virginia to talk about my problem. Louise—kind, always ready to lend 
a helping hand—told me to go on with my plan, saying, “Don’t worry 
about anything. Just get them out to safety. They can come and live with 
us on the farm. We'll plant a lot of potatoes!” 

I was reassured, but before I could get my family onto a commercial 
plane, I would have to obtain permission to bring them to the United 
States. I had no idea how to get this done quickly; the usual procedure 
could take years. On April 24, I heard that the parole had been broad- 
ened and that dependents of American citizens and of Vietnamese living 
in the United States could now get in without going through the nor- 
mal lengthy formalities. I found out that I could go to the nearest 
Immigration and Naturalization Office and file a petition. With a cou- 
ple of Vietnamese students in Ithaca who were also trying to evacuate 
their families, I drove to Buffalo in an ancient car belonging to one of 
them. 

In Buffalo, it took me the longest in the group to complete the 
paperwork, since I had to file a separate petition for my father, my moth- 
er, and each of my siblings and their spouses, for a total of sixteen. Also, 
for each brother and sister, I had to list his or her children—twenty-four 
names in all. I had thought about the television footage showing thou- 
sands of people pressing around the fence of the American embassy in 
Saigon hoping to be evacuated, and wondered how my relatives were 
going to battle their way inside to complete their visa formalities. The 
procedure required that all my relatives—including children, regardless 
of age—would have to present themselves at the embassy for screening. 
They would have to show proof that they were related to me. I decid- 
ed the only hope was for the embassy to contact my relatives directly 
and somehow arrange to get this done. In my letter to the State 
Department, I had listed the phone numbers of my brothers Luong and 
Giu and my sister Tuyet, the only ones with telephones. Now, | listed 
the phone numbers again in my petitions, just to be safe. I thanked heav- 
en that I had kept the phone numbers in my address book all those years. 

The date was April 25. I did not know that Saigon was going to fall 
only five days later, but I knew I was racing against the clock. As I hand- 
ed my petitions to the INS clerk, I asked her how long it would take for 
my request to be approved. She said the petitions would be rushed to 
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Washington immediately, but she was not sure when they would be 
reviewed. The other students and I left, feeling hopeless and dejected. 
We knew the chances were slim. I told myself that at least I had done 
what I could. We drove back in silence, too depressed even to make 
small talk. I tried to chase away the thought that even if my relatives 
survived the onslaught on Saigon, I would probably not see them for a 
long time, if ever. Everything was now in the hands of fate. There was 
nothing I could do but watch the end unfold and hope for my family’s 
safety. (As it turned out, none of the other students’ families got out in 
the last-minute evacuation.) 

In Saigon, the mood had become even more desperate. Those 
Vietnamese who were anxious to leave would approach any Americans 
they saw on the street and plead for help. The newspapers carried 
poignant ads by Vietnamese women seeking foreign husbands so they 
could leave. A Vietnamese senator approached an American reporter and 
offered his daughter in marriage, so that the reporter could evacuate the 
entire family. The reporter turned down the offer—he was already mar- 
ried. By April 26, the communists had moved even, closer. Bien Hoa, a 
town fifteen miles from Saigon, and its air base had fallen. South 
Vietnamese army stragglers were looting and burning it, and refugees 
were streaming toward Saigon, overwhelming the checkpoints that had 
been set up to filter out communist infiltrators. With nothing between 
them and Saigon, communist forces moved to its perimeter, isolating it 
and cutting its supply and retreat routes. Now the communists were 
only five miles from the center of town. In the evening of April 28, com- 
munists flying captured planes bombed the Vietnamese air base at Tan 
Son Nhut; then in the early morning hours of the next day, mortars, 
rockets, and artillery shells began falling on Tan Son Nhut, one round 
every sixty to ninety seconds. The shelling focused on the flight line and 
on fuel and ammunition depots. One jet fuel tank caught fire, sending up 
a thick column of black smoke. Despair descended over Saigon. 

At this hour when the survival of their regime was on the line, none 
of the political and military leaders had the stomach for a last stand. It 
was everyone for himself. Those leaders who had not already fled now 
scrambled to get out. The CIA flew Nguyen Khac Binh, the chief of 
police, to the Philippines. Other high-ranking Vietnamese flocked to 
the American embassy, hoping to be evacuated. General Cao Van Vien, 
the head of the Joint General Staff, sneaked into the embassy through a 
back entrance and wrangled a helicopter ride to the airport. General 
Dang Van Quang, national security advisor to Thieu, pushed his way 
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through the sea of Vietnamese mobbing the embassy and was let in by a 
Marine guard at the order of the CIA station chief. Others were less cir- 
cumspect. Some armed senior officers showed up at the DAO com- 
pound—where the secret flights were being carried out—and demand- 
ed to be flown out of the country. Air Marshal Ky, who had called those 
leaving cowards and traitors (but who had evacuated his family to 
Guam) flew out in his own helicopter, taking General Ngo Quang 
Truong, the commander of what was once Military Region I, with him. 
There were scattered individual acts of defiance and courage, like the 
few pilots who flew their last missions against the communists. But no 
one was left to give orders. The whole command structure had collapsed 
as the Joint General Staff personnel abandoned their posts and fled. 

On April 28, the same day the communist shells began landing on 
Tan Son Nhut airport, my petition to the INS was approved and the 
State Department—acting on either my letter or a manifest supplied by 
the INS—sent a cable to the American embassy in Saigon requesting my 
family’s evacuation. I was never notified, so I had no idea what was hap- 
pening to them. That night, an American-speaking Vietnamese tele- 
phoned my brother Luong at his home, and told him to gather everybody 
at a villa on Truong Minh Giang Street, to catch a ride to the airport. 
It was a stroke of luck that Luong was there. His family had moved in 
with my parents, waiting for Xuong to come back and get them out. 
Luong’s wife Thu was pregnant with their last child, and in the crowd- 
ed house, it was hard for her to rest. Finally, she got so tired that they 
decided to return home and get some sleep. The night they got back, the 
phone rang. It was another stroke of luck that in the final days the 
embassy had decided to focus on evacuating what it called “deserving” 
Vietnamese, instead of the horde of “cooks” and “bottle washers’—as 
Ambassador Martin put it—who had been flown out earlier. On 
instructions from Martin, an embassy official made up a list of 2000 
names. As the final evacuation got under way, embassy personnel called 
these chosen ones and told them to gather at various designated sites for 
a ride to the airport. 

Because of the curfew, Luong had to wait until the next morning, 
April 29, to rush back to my parents’ and let everyone know that they 
should gather at the collection point at one o'clock that afternoon. Luong 
had been told by the American official to make a list of people in the 
family who were going to be evacuated. The instruction left him in a 
quandary, because the government had decreed that draft-age males, 
active duty soldiers, and civil servants could not leave. Phu’s husband 
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Phung was a government employee, and Quan, one of her sons, was in 
the army. The American had warned Luong that even if just one of the 
people forbidden to leave was on the family list, the whole group might 
be turned back at the airport checkpoint by Vietnamese policemen. 
Afraid of jeopardizing the rest of the family, Luong made the painful 
decision to leave Phung and Quan out. (In fact, they would have been 
waved through, because the Americans had bribed the security person- 
nel at the airport, but Luong could not know this.) When the bus came 
to the villa, Phung and Quan were barred from boarding. They said 
goodbye to Phu and the other children. Everyone in my family wept as 
the bus pulled away, leaving father and son standing forlorn on the side- 
walk. 

On that day, war tore my family apart once again. The Saturday 
gatherings at my parents’ house, when many of my siblings would show 
up to share favorite dishes, talk, and laughter, would become a thing of 
the past. My sister Yen was not in the group. She had decided not to 
leave without her husband Do. A longtime sympathizer of the commu- 
nists, since his student days when he had briefly joined the Viet Minh 
in 1945, he had been won over by their appeals to his patriotism and 
their secret overtures for him to stay and help the country rebuild. Yen 
was torn, but in the end decided to remain loyal to her husband, 
although he had at times been abusive. Tuyet’s husband Tuan was also 
absent. He too had decided to remain behind and to leave later with 
their youngest daughter and his mother on a commercial flight. General 
Duong Van Minh, the new president, had urged the old lady not to flee 
as a refugee, and had promised to issue her a passport so she could depart 
with dignity in a few days. Tuyet was pregnant, and had her hands full 
with their two other daughters, aged five and three, so her husband vol- 
unteered to take the youngest girl, who was a year old, with him. He 
promised to rejoin her in Paris. 

Two of my nephews were also not in the group. My sister Binh’s old- 
est son Minh was not at my parents’, and did not hear about the depar- 
ture. When he got there later, he found the place eerily empty. Another 
nephew, Tuan, Xuong’s oldest son, was in the army, stationed outside 
Saigon. He too missed the bus. Giu, who had brought my parents to the 
villa, did not join them. After weeks of waiting, his wife and their two 
children had finally gotten their passports and tickets, and had driven to 
the airport early that morning. A couple of hours later, they suddenly 
reappeared at the house; their flight had been delayed. Giu felt he 
should stay and make sure that Nguyet and the children got out. He 
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thought he could find a way to leave later. He did not feel in a hurry. 
The French had told him there was plenty of time. After all these tear- 
ful good-byes, my family departed with a heavy heart. They felt 
numbed, rather than relieved. 

As it turned out, they got out just before the door slammed shut. 
April 29 was the final evacuation day. The CIA had intercepted infor- 
mation indicating that the communists were about to unleash an artillery 
barrage. Perhaps that intelligence report, combined with other devel- 
opments, persuaded Washington to push Martin to get all the 
Americans out by nightfall. Since the road to the port of Vung Tau was 
blocked, making a sea lift impossible, and since the runways across from 
the DAO compound had become unusable with debris and jettisoned 
ordnance and wing tanks abandoned by Vietnamese pilots when they 
scrambled their planes, Washington went for the last resort: a full heli- 
copter airlift. Besides the Americans, the airlift would evacuate 
Vietnamese dependents of U.S. citizens and high-risk Vietnamese that 
had by then been allowed to enter the United States. At the embassy, 
the destruction of files went into high gear. From the ashes spewed 
forth by the incinerator, observant Vietnamese could tell that the 
Americans were burning their sensitive documents and getting ready to 
pull out. That afternoon, Vu Van Mau, the new prime minister and for- 
mer foreign minister under Diem, asked all Americans to leave at once. 

On the bus, driven by an American, my relatives were unaware of 
these developments, but they were anxious enough. To them, the ride 
seemed to last an eternity. Through windows covered with wire screens 
that the Americans had added to keep Viet Cong agents from throwing 
grenades into the bus, they took one last look at the congested street 
leading to the airport. To them, the heavy traffic seemed normal, but 
they did not know that an undercurrent of panic was sweeping thou- 
sands of people in Saigon as they looked for an escape route. At the air- 
port checkpoint, sullen Vietnamese soldiers peered at the lucky refugees 
and said to Luong, “If the Americans don’t come and get you out, we'll 
come in and shoot you later.” They were resentful that these people 
were escaping, leaving them to face the communists and probably to die 
in the fighting. Luong knew their threat was not idle. Once inside, they 
passed by the residential quarters of Vietnamese pilots, and saw suit- 
cases littering the ground, abandoned by the airmen and their families 
before fleeing. 

The bus deposited them at DAO. Hundreds of people were already 


crowding the bowling alley that served as a holding room, sweating out 
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the nerve-wracking vigil. The Americans in charge themselves did not 
have details of the evacuation, and could tell them only that they would 
be flown out that night. They waited and waited. There was nothing 
to eat. Later that night, my relatives were taken to the airfield. 
Suddenly, rockets began slamming into the ground. The explosions 
seemed very close. The few American Marines in charge shouted to 
everyone to lie down in a trench nearby, and threatened to shoot anyone 
who could cause panic among the refugees by getting up and trying to 
run away. About thirty yards away, something burst into flames. But 
then the bombardment stopped, and the fire died down. Encouraged by 
the presence of the American officials, they remained hopeful. Surely, 
they thought, these Americans were not going to be abandoned by their 
government. 

Then, in the morning, like an answer to their silent prayers, my fam- 
ily heard loud thudding sounds in the sky. They looked out and saw six 
Sea Knight helicopters coming in to land like giant insects. Americans 
and Vietnamese on the ground broke into applause and cheered madly, 
delirious with relief. Marines jumped out of each helicopter and then 
fanned out. As they disembarked, the refugees waiting in line were 
waved on board. They scurried across the tarmac and clambered in 
through the open hatch. As soon as it filled up, the helicopter took off 
to deposit them on one of the American ships waiting offshore. My fam- 
ily was only two rows away from being picked up when more rockets 
fell in the airport. A pall of smoke hung in the air, and my family—their 
hearts pounding in their chests and their eyes riveted on the hovering 
aircraft—wondered whether more rockets would slam down right 
where they were and blow them to bits. Then another helicopter land- 
ed, and my family dashed toward the chopper with its engine running 
and its rotors churning up a ferocious draft. The powerful go mile-per- 
hour blast almost blew my father backward. He paused on the tarmac, 
trying to stay on his feet, barely able to breathe because of congestion 
and his advanced emphysema. The precious seconds were ticking away, 
and he had to get on board or be left behind. Luong lowered himself, 
hoisted my father on his back, and raced to the Sea Knight. 

As soon as it was full, the helicopter lifted off and banked toward 
the sea. As the air rushed past her, Tuyet peered through the open door 
at the land below. It looked green and peaceful from the air, then she 
saw the gently undulating sea. Aboard the aircraft, my relatives felt 
nothing, just numbness and exhaustion. The Sea Knight landed on the 
deck of the USS Hancock and disgorged the refugees. An official military 
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photographer snapped a picture of my father leading Trang, Tuyet's five- 
year-old daughter, by the hand. Ever a proud man, he had put on his 
best suit that day. He might be a refugee, but he was not going to look 
like one. The picture shows a dignified man, haggard but not frightened 
or broken by the tragedy, looking straight at the photographer's lens. At 
his side, the little girl is beaming with happiness, enjoying her adven- 
ture. The contrast between my father’s and Trang’s expressions makes 
the picture such a classic that it has been reproduced in several books on 
the Vietnam War. 

On April 29, the CIA began evacuating its personnel by helicopter 
from their buildings downtown. When the radio that afternoon began 
to broadcast reports that the Americans were plucking out their last 
remaining personnel, the dam broke. Those who were desperate to flee 
jammed the streets, creating chaos and confusion. Nam, who would 
later marry one of Phu’s daughters in Australia, was with an uncle when 
they saw helicopters landing on the rooftops of high-rises occupied by 
Americans, so they raced to a building that they knew belonged to the 
CIA. They found a huge crowd already surrounding the building, clam- 
oring to get in. It was utter chaos. Women and children were getting 
crushed and crying in anguish. American soldiers barred the gate, spray- 
ing those who tried to clamber over the fence with a stinging chemical. 
Nam and his uncle climbed into the building, ignoring the spray that 
burned their eyes. They raced up ten flights of stairs to get to the roof. 
Suitcases, shoes, clothes, and Vietnamese money littered the staircase. 
Americans in civilian clothes were surrounded by Vietnamese soldiers, 
officers, and other people who had managed to get to the roof. Some of 
the soldiers and officers were firing their pistols wildly in the air; oth- 
ers threatened to shoot down the helicopters if they did not land. 

Helicopters from Air America, the CIA’s own airline, were coming 
in, but they were unable to load. Every time a helicopter touched down, 
the Americans would try to rush on board, but the crowd would bar 
their way. The helicopter would take off. Then the Americans would 
radio the pilot, and the helicopter would circle back and try another 
landing. But each time, the frantic Vietnamese would hold the 
Americans back, knowing full well that if all the Americans left, the 
helicopters would not come back again. Finally, the Americans worked 
out a deal with the Vietnamese. They told the officers, “You must get 
organized. Weill evacuate everyone on this roof, but we must have some 
order to get this done.” The officers agreed. They picked out some 
youths to set up a cordon by linking arms to hold back the crowd, 
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creating a space so the helicopters could land and load in an orderly fash- 
ion. The first helicopter landed without incident. But before the 
Americans could get in, a Vietnamese teenager rushed the helicopter. 
The crew pulled him onboard; one of the Americans climbed in after 
him. The helicopter immediately took off before other Vietnamese could 
mob it. 

Watching this, Nam’s uncle said to him, “There’s no way the 
Americans will evacuate everyone here. There are just too many people. 
The next time a helicopter lands, let’s try to get onboard.” The same 
thought was evidently flashing through the minds of the young men 
holding back the crowd. As the second helicopter came in, amid the 
deafening sound of its rotors and the powerful draft, Nam rushed for it, 
following on the heels of two Americans who had hurriedly climbed in. 
At the same moment, the other youths also broke ranks and stormed the 
aircraft. Seeing the onrushing crowd, the helicopter quickly took off. 
Mad with frenzy, without a second thought, Nam hung on to one of the 
skids. As the plane lifted up into the air, Nam felt a heavy weight drag- 
ging around his waist. Looking down he saw a young man clinging to 
him, and further below, another youth was hanging onto that one. He 
looked across and saw three youths dangling from the other skid. He also 
saw the ground heaving hundreds of feet below him. Looking up, he saw 
the blue eyes of an American peering at him. But the American, horri- 
fied, made no move to pull him on board. The pilot circled back and as 
the helicopter hovered over the roof, Nam let go. He tumbled to the 
rooftop and landed on top of the two youths who had been clinging to 
him. He crawled away unharmed, while the other two lay dazed. The 
three hanging onto the second skid had fallen nearby. 

Then the wait continued. But the pilots, knowing that the situation 
was impossible, did not come back. Nam heard the Vietnamese officers 
tell each other, “Let’s hold one of the Americans as hostage to force the 
helicopters to come back and get us.” But no one had the stomach to fol- 
low through. After a while, the remaining Americans left the building, 
probably to find another way to get out. After waiting for another half- 
hour, Nam knew it was hopeless. With his uncle, he left to look for his 
family. When he got home they told him they had been in another 
building across the street, and had watched with horror as he dangled 
from the helicopter. 

When Nam had rushed off with his uncle, his father had gathered 
his mother and his nine brothers and sisters and driven to the 
Vietnamese General Staff headquarters where he worked, hoping to get 
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aboard one of the Vietnamese helicopters he had seen landing and tak- 
ing off there. At the gate, however, paratroopers and rangers barred the 
way, threatening to shoot if he tried to get through. The soldiers were 
unruly, feeling betrayed by their commanders who had deserted and 
fled. They now had nothing but contempt for staff officers like Nam’s 
father, viewing them as cowards only interested in saving their own 
skins. With this escape route barred, Nam’s father drove to one of the 
American high-rises, which turned out to be across the street from the 
one where Nam was. While they waited for helicopters that never 
came, they saw Nam—with his telltale long hair—almost plunge to his 
death. Frightened, Nam’s father decided after they got home that it was 
too dangerous to try to flee with the mob; he would try to find another 
way out later. 

The USS Hancock, to which my family flew, was an enormous aircraft 
carrier that could accommodate up to 5000 people. It was already 
jammed, but more refugees were still arriving. When Vietnamese 
pilots, evacuating themselves or bringing their families, left their heli- 
copters on the fly deck, American sailors pushed the machines overboard 
to make room for the ship's own choppers. My relatives watched in awe 
as these million-dollar aircraft were dropped in the ocean. How rich the 
Americans were—they thought—to casually throw away such expen- 
sive machines! That night, April 30, they heard the news that Saigon 
had surrendered. The communists had won. Everyone was stunned—no 
one had thought the end would come so quickly. People broke down and 
cried. Most of them had left behind family members, whom they expect- 
ed never to see again. 

Aboard the Hancock, my family was jammed in with thousands of 
other refugees. It was crowded and hot, but orderly. The Americans 
were well organized and had things running smoothly. Feeding so many 
people must have been a big challenge, but the ship’s crew handled it 
well. The only problem was the long lines. It took four hours to get 
something to eat. By the time my relatives finished one meal, they would 
have to queue up again for the next. Tuyet and Luong’s wife Thu were 
pregnant, and could not stand in line for long, so Luong and other rela- 
tives would bring back extra portions for them. Another problem among 
the refugees was security. Tuyet had to watch like a hawk the bag in 
which she had packed some jewelry and jade statues that her mother-in- 
law had thrust into her hands at the last minute, to help ease her reset- 
tlement in Paris with the two little girls. With so many people on- 
board, there was not enough water for bathing. Since the trip was 
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supposed to last only twenty-four hours, the refugees were told not to 
shower in spite of the terrible heat. In fact, the ship was circling to wait 
for more refugees, and the trip dragged out to two days. 

Back in Saigon, the frantic evacuation continued, a race against the 
clock before communist gunners unleashed their barrage. Some of the 
choppers were fired on by angry South Vietnamese soldiers, but none 
took a direct hit. Communist surface-to-air missiles locked on the chop- 
pers, but did not open fire. At that point, Hanoi just wanted to let the 
Americans get out once and for all. As the Americans pulled out, looters 
began breaking into their buildings: the CIA residential quarters, the 
American warehouse near Newport Bridge, the recreation compound at 
the embassy, the ambassador’s own residence, and finally the embassy 
itself. Into the early morning hours of April 30, helicopters were still 
landing on the roof of the embassy to evacuate the last Americans 
remaining there. In the courtyard, hundreds of Vietnamese who had 
been promised evacuation were still anxiously waiting in vain to be 
plucked out. Then, finally, at about four o'clock in the morning, 
President Ford ordered Ambassador Martin to leave on the next chop- 

er that arrived. Still weak from a bout of pneumonia, the ambassador 
wearily climbed onboard and was lifted out of Saigon in the early dawn. 
When the last helicopter came to the embassy at about eight o'clock on 
the morning of April 30, the remaining eleven Marines hurled tear gas 
grenades down the elevator shafts to keep desperate Vietnamese from 
surging after them to the rooftop, and then scrambled onboard. 
America’s unhappy and unwise involvement had at last come to an end. 

When it was all over, the tally indicated that during April 1975 the 
American DAO and the embassy evacuated over 65,000 people. Of 
these, about 7000 were taken out during the last eighteen hours of the 
war in the largest helicopter airlift in history, involving seventy aircraft 
flying over 600 sorties. Another 6000 were evacuated by barge on the 
final day. Of the total of 65,000, some 7000 were Americans living in 
Vietnam, and the remaining 58,000 were Vietnamese. Hundreds if not 
thousands of Vietnamese who could face severe communist retaliation 
were left behind. 

Back in Washington, a controversy arose over whether President 
Ford had exceeded his legal authority in using the American armed 
forces to evacuate the Vietnamese at the last moment without a clear 
congressional mandate. Ford felt he had done the right thing to save 
these Vietnamese from communist execution. (The evacuation was not a 
tragedy for all the refugees. For some it was also an opportunity to leave 
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problems behind and begin life afresh in America. I heard of an unhap- 
pily married woman who walked to the dock, got on the barge, and left 
without her husband. I am sure she did not shed many tears.) 

As pictures of the final evacuation flashed across the globe, people all 
over the world were transfixed by the scene of frenzy at the American 
embassy. But away from the madhouse there, a calm of sorts prevailed as 
Saigon’s four million residents waited in apprehension for the commu- 
nists. They were already on the way. At 5:30 on the morning of April 
30, even before the last U.S. Marines left the embassy, Tank Brigade 
203 was rumbling toward Saigon. 
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The Spoils of Victory 


After waiting in vain for the heli- 
copters to return, Nam gave up and 
left to find his family. But most of 
those on the rooftop doggedly kept 
vigil, searching the sky for the dark 
speck and straining to hear the 
sound of rotor blades signaling that 
deliverance was on the way. Nam 
had never set foot in an American 
building before, let alone one occu- 
pied by the CIA whose hand 
Vietnamese thought they saw 
everywhere, pulling strings from 
behind the scenes to manipulate the 
generals and politicians. Curious 
about how they had lived, Nam 
wandered through the floors on his 
way out to take a look. The ameni- 
ties astounded him. Every apart- 
ment was well appointed with fine 
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furniture, fancy lights, a refrigerator, and air conditioning—average 
American creature comforts but unaffordable luxuries for most of the 
locals. Even while panic-stricken people on the roof were battling each 
other to get on the helicopters, poor families living nearby had pushed 
their way in and occupied the apartments. Through open doorways, 
Nam saw them relaxing in the air-conditioned living rooms, drinkin 
beer and eating ham, chocolate, and other goodies they had found in the 
refrigerators. Men in undershirts and shorts that had turned dingy with 
wear wandered among the apartments, every one of which had been 
occupied. 

Then the horde of looters arrived. They stormed into the building, 
overwhelming the squatters, and stripped the rooms of everything they 
could carry off, such as furniture, light fixtures, pictures, and fans. Some 
tried to haul away a couple of refrigerators, but—discovering that they 
were too heavy and too big for the narrow flights of stairs—pushed 
them to the window and heaved them into the street. Others tossed 
foam mattresses into the courtyard. It took them only a few minutes to 
turn the building into a shambles. Those that were mechanically adept 
dismantled air conditioners and carried them off. Outside the building, 
others gutted the cars that had belonged to the CIA, removing the tires, 
spare parts, and the seats, which they took back to their houses to use 
as furniture. Nam saw a family of seven straining to push an enormous 
Ford automobile home. They did not have the key to it, but could not 
pass up such a find. On the sidewalk, people were scurrying away from 
the building with their arms full of booty. He stayed and watched, riv- 
eted. He knew that this was a part of history that he would never wit- 
ness again in his lifetime, and he did not want to miss anything. 

Later that night, Nam returned to the building and climbed to the 
rooftop, now deserted. He looked out toward the outskirts of town. 
Fires were burning eerily miles away where some units of Saigon’s army 
were battling in vain to stop the advancing communist columns, and he 
could hear the sound of gunfire and the echoes of helicopter gunships 
attacking Viet Cong positions. At intervals, American helicopters broke 
the silence over the city, making their last flights to the embassy. The 
death throes of Saigon and of South Vietnam, Nam thought. Feeling sad 
but also resigned to the inevitable communist victory and his being stuck 
in Saigon, he made his way down the stairs. Walking past the apart- 
ments taken over by squatter families, he could hear now and then the 
hum of an air conditioner. Several apartments had been stripped of their 
doors. In some of these, the occupants had pushed refrigerators into the 
doorway to block intruders. 
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At eleven o'clock that night, communist shelling began. Nam’s house 
was located near the airport and the paratrooper barracks, the main tar- 
gets of attack. The shells landed and burst with a terrifying din—a noise 
familiar to peasants, but jarring to Nam and most people in Saigon. The 
war that had been fought mostly in the countryside had arrived virtual- 
ly at his doorstep. The shelling lasted for about half an hour, halted, and 
then resumed. Nam's family huddled in the lower floor of their house. 
Devout Catholic refugees from North Vietnam, they began to mumble 
prayers. Their lives had never seemed so precarious. In the morning, dur- 
ing a lull in the shelling, they decided to move in with a friend in the 
neighborhood. This house had four stories and was sturdy enough to 
protect them against artillery shells and rockets. Nam made several 
trips, taking his family members over one by one on the back seat of his 
motorcycle. As he was getting ready to make one last trip with his 
mother, they heard small arms fire and loud explosions. She said, “Let's 
not go right now. Let’s wait for a while.” After about fifteen minutes, 
the firing stopped, and they rushed out. A short distance away, they 
saw corpses lying in the street. Most of the victims were soldiers, but 
there was also one civilian whose head had been cleanly sliced off by a 
piece of shrapnel. Nam shuddered at the sight. If he and his mother had 
left earlier, they would have been caught in the same carnage. 

That same morning, in downtown Saigon, my sister Yen was return- 
ing home when an airplane started to strafe near the dock area. People 
scurried for cover. Yen broke out in a run, thinking, “The attack’s begun, 
and my four children are at home by themselves.” People were shouting 
at her, “Are you crazy? Do you want to get killed? Take shelter!” But she 
kept running. She did not feel afraid. The one thought on her mind was 
to get home to protect her children. When she arrived, she rushed up 
three flights of stairs and shouted out their names. She found the apart- 
ment empty. Wild with worry, she ran downstairs, and found them 
huddled for cover under the staircase with her husband and some neigh- 
bors. She squeezed in. From their shelter, they could hear thunderous 
explosions. As they waited for the artillery shells and rockets that 
would soon be raining destruction and death on Saigon, they told each 
other that they and the city were doomed. So when they heard that 
General Duong Van Minh had surrendered at 10:20 that morning, they 
were limp with relief. They felt like they had been taken from the guil- 
lotine just as the blade was about to come down. 

By capitulating and averting a fiery attack, General Minh earned the 
gratitude of many people in Saigon. Many of Yen’s neighbors said that 
he had saved their lives. Others, however, felt bitter. To them, the 
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general had presented Saigon on a platter to the communists. Some 
believed that Minh, whose brother was a Viet Cong general, had con- 
spired with Hanoi. In the house of their acquaintance, Nam and his fam- 
ily also caught Minh’s speech on the radio. As the general ordered the 
Saigon army to lay down its arms and to give up without a fight, they 
listened in shock. With that, the guns fell silent. So Nam’s family took 
their leave and started for home. Suddenly, down the street, there was 
a big commotion: “The Viet Cong are coming!” From the direction of 
the barracks, they saw soldiers running pell-mell. The paratroopers 
stopped only long enough to throw down their weapons and take off 
their uniforms, stripping down to their underwear. In front of Nam's 
house, the ground was strewn with discarded uniforms, boots, 
grenades, and firearms. The scene that Nam witnessed in his neighbor- 
hood was also unfolding all over town. At the order to surrender, panic 
had struck the entire army, which simply disintegrated. Discarded 
weapons littered the streets, yet no one bothered to pick them up. 

As if by magic, many of Nam’s neighbors produced Viet Cong flags 
and hung them from their houses to welcome the victors. He realized 
they must have made these flags in secret, to be ready for this eventual- 
ity. Some rushed into the street to sing and dance with joy. Most of the 
residents, however, hid inside their houses, feeling apprehensive and 
uncertain. Those who had worked for the Saigon regime in important 
positions set about feverishly to erase the traces of their pasts. Nam’s 
father pulled out documents, medals, uniforms, and other incriminating 
items and burned them in a bonfire in the backyard. He took out his pis- 
tol, removed the firing pin, and gave the gun to Nam, telling him to 
throw it away. Then, for good measure, he grabbed Nam, pinned him to 
the floor, and cut off the long hair that his son had grown to copy the 
American rock stars whose songs he adored. Nam cried, not so much 
over the loss of his hair, but over what he believed was the end of a free- 
dom he cherished. He knew that the austere communists would not 
allow him to listen to what they considered decadent music or to follow 
a way of life that they thought was dissolute. 

At this point, Nam could not sort out his emotions. On the one hand, 
he feared and disliked communism and mourned the passing of a society 
and a system that he knew and found tolerable—and in many ways even 
pleasant—although at times terribly corrupt. On the other hand, he also 
admired the victors out of nationalistic pride. These were Vietnamese, 
like him, who had managed to defeat the most powerful nation on earth. 
He took personal satisfaction in their victory. It was as if, by winning, 
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they had washed away his own hurt. He remembered the blue eyes of 
the American staring at him through the door of the helicopter; he had 
made no effort to pull him onboard and save him. Maybe the American 
was paralyzed by the horrifying sight, or perhaps he was afraid that he 
would be pulled to his own death. But Nam believed that the American 
was simply indifferent to his plight. He felt betrayed. The United 
States had let down not only South Vietnam but also him personally. He 
was bitter, angry, and resentful. Through the communist victory, he felt 
that he had somehow exacted a measure of revenge. 

In the grip of these conflicting emotions, Nam went out to watch the 
arrival of troops from North Vietnam. They looked like they were in 
their mid-teens, with the sallow complexion of people who had spent 
months in the jungle. They did not storm in like belligerent conquerors, 
but marched like they were in a military parade. Perhaps the communist 
leaders had ordered this disciplined entry to reassure the population of 
their peaceful intentions. Still, the takeover was not entirely smooth. In 
some neighborhoods, remnants of the Saigon army had fired on the sol- 
diers. There had been scattered casualties. Perhaps that was why Nam 
thought he saw fear in the eyes of the young troops: They may have been 
wondering whether they would become meaningless casualties in the 
first hours of peace. Looking at this long column of children, Nam’s 
neighbors could not believe their eyes. Some said, “They’re so young, 
and yet they've managed to defeat the South.” Nam, too, stared in dis- 
belief. The sight of armed children marching as victors into Saigon 
would remain stamped in his memory. 

At the news of the surrender, people in the North and those in the 
South that had fought and supported the revolution exploded in cele- 
bration, overjoyed that the peace for which they had yearned and the 
victory for which they had fought had finally arrived. To my sister 
Thang and her family in Hanoi, the capitulation marked a happy begin- 
ning. But to middle-class Saigon residents, it was a calamity. From the 
balcony of her apartment, Yen could see some of her neighbors rushing 
around, trying to escape the communists. A man she knew raced by on 
his scooter with his wife and children. One of her neighbors came up 
and whispered, “Do you want to leave? It’s still possible. All you have 
to do is go to the dock and get on a barge.” Yen thought of the refugees 
who had fallen off these barges and drowned during the evacuation in 
Danang, and said, “No, that’s too risky. Besides, I’ve decided to stay 
with my husband.” In the first weeks after the communists’ arrival, many 
people were still attempting to leave the country. Subordinates of Nam’s 
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father, confused and frightened, came to his house to discuss escape 
plans. They told him, “The Viet Cong haven't taken complete control of 
the Mekong Delta. Let’s go there. We can find a boat and sail to the 
American Seventh Fleet.” However, by this time Nam’s father had lost 
heart and could not even contemplate such a dangerous move. My broth- 
er Giu also toyed with the idea of going to the delta to find a way out, 
but dropped it in the end, afraid of the anarchy that he might encounter 
along the way and of the possibility of getting captured by communist 
guerrillas. Others took the chance and managed to flee before communist 
control tightened. 

On the morning of April 30, the North Vietnamese columns entered 
Saigon as if sauntering into an empty house. The victors’ arrival was 
spearheaded by three tanks that raced toward the presidential palace to 
take it over. The crews, newly arrived from the North, did not know 
their way around town. With only a map to guide them, they got lost 
and had to ask for directions from two startled South Vietnamese. After 
a few false turns, they managed to get to the palace. They found it unde- 
fended, its grounds deserted, and its wrought-iron gate closed. The first 
tank knocked down the gate, and the other two followed close behind. 
The leader of the first tank leapt out and rushed inside with the Viet 
Cong flag. He saw General Minh, his aides, and members of his cabinet 
waiting for the arrival of the “other side” to hand over the reins of gov- 
ernment. The officer asked how he could get to the roof, and one of the 
aides showed him the way. Reaching the top of the building, he ran to 
the flagpoles and hoisted the banner from the highest one to proclaim 
victory. The time was fifteen minutes past noon. Then more camouflaged 
tanks and trucks full of soldiers began pouring in, accompanied by 
youths on motorcycles who showed them the way, cheering and shout- 
ing, “Liberation, liberation!” 

With the old police and army falling apart, social order started to 
break down. To control the city, all the communists had were their 
advance columns. Profiting from this power vacuum, prisoners broke out 
of jail. Armed soldiers robbed people at gunpoint. Looters ransacked 
businesses, empty homes, and American buildings. Yen saw a soldier 
hold up a man riding a motorcycle at gunpoint, stripping him of his 
money and other valuables. Afterward, she lived in fear that rogue sol- 
diers would rob her family. From her balcony, she had a front-row view 
of the looting that went on downtown. In the morning, she saw crowds 
converge on the Brinks building that had housed apartments for 
American officers. It took them until late afternoon to empty it of every 
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item it had. The pillage was good-natured, like a street festival. Even 
ordinarily law-abiding people joined the action. Somehow, the usual 
stigma of taking other people's possessions did not seem to apply to 
things that no longer belonged to anyone. The teenager living next door 
to Yen hauled back a swivel chair and an armload of canned food. 
Neighbors were urging one another to go and take part in the fun. One 
woman told Yen, “Come on, what are you waiting for? Go and get 
things before they’re all gone.” Another called up to her, saying that 
crowds had broken into the Khanh Hoi warehouse to loot, and urged 
her to get her share. Yen just laughed at these cheerful invitations. To 
her stealing was wrong, no matter what the circumstances were. 

For a while, to safeguard my parents’ modest house in the alley off 
Cong Ly Street, Yen would go back every day to check on things. The 
first time she returned, the deserted house looked desolate and depress- 
ing. She went through the drawers and found family photos that my par- 
ents had left behind in their haste to flee. Looking at faces she thought 
she would never see again, she felt very alone. She bundled up the pic- 
tures to take back to her apartment as souvenirs. My parents had told 
her to let cousin Bieu and his family move in if they needed to, and to 
stay there as long as they could, so she did not remove anything else. 

Amid chaotic scenes of looting, prison breakouts, and frightened res- 
idents rushing around looking for a way to flee, more and more commu- 
nist troops rolled in. At first, people felt apprehensive. But then crowds 
started to converge toward the boulevard in front of the old presidential 
palace to welcome the victors, mingle with them, or just to take a look, 
out of curiosity, at the troops that had vanquished a regime backed by 
American power. In a wild swing of emotion, many people, elated over 
the peaceful takeover, now hailed the newcomers as saviors coming in to 
usher in a new era, washing away the garbage of the past. The middle- 
class people were not as rhapsodic. Most were simply relieved that a 
final bloody assault had not occurred and that at least the war was over. 
Those living in working-class neighborhoods, their hopes and expecta- 
tions raised, were the most excited. At last, they thought, their lot 
would improve. The new regime, the champion of the poor and down- 
trodden, would see to that. They hung the new flag from their houses 
and poured into the street to sing and dance. But the rejoicing was 
marred by ugly incidents. In practically every quarter of town, tough 
characters rushed into the homes of people against whom they harbored 
grudges and abused them. Others tried to bully their neighbors by mas- 
guerading as Viet Cong cadres, firing their weapons in the air. Still 
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others acted as “hunting dogs,” denouncing their friends, acquaintances, 
and colleagues to the new government to curry favor. Saigon residents 
would refer to all those who took advantage of the confusion as the 
“April 30 gang” or simply as “the opportunists,” and would come to 
despise, loathe, and fear them with a passion. 

The Viet Cong soldiers, meanwhile, became the toast of the town. 
People had expected the worst from them, but instead of the brutal 
troops painted by Saigon’s propaganda, residents found them disciplined 
and polite. In their relief, many people felt buoyed by hope and filled 
with affection, and would stop the soldiers in the street to talk to them, 
curious and anxious to get to know them better. Many, like Nam, felt a 
nationalistic pride in their victory. Looking at the troops’ spartan life- 
style and naive honesty, they also came to view the soldiers as selfless 
revolutionaries with unquestionable integrity. Right after they took 
over the city, soldiers fanned out in groups of two or three to visit fam- 
ilies and earn the goodwill of the population. The residents received 
them warmly. Many invited them to stay and share meals. Once again, 
residents of working-class neighborhoods were the most hospitable, and 
went to great lengths to show their appreciation, killing chickens and 
ducks to regale their liberators. 

The students at the Buddhist university in particular—many of 
whom had been jailed by President Thieu for their opposition to the 
war and to him personally—felt energized by the arrival of peace and 
eager to help usher in a new and better order. Nevertheless, for the mid- 
dle class, the appearance of victorious peasants was a bitter pill to swal- 
low. As if to rub salt into a raw wound, their foes turned out to be not 
a sophisticated army, all spit and polish, but a force of undernourished 
peasant youths wearing ill-fitting uniforms, pith helmets, and rubber 
sandals, goggling at Saigon’s tall buildings, large villas, and wide boule- 
vards. In other words, country bumpkins with little education. For 
their part, the soldiers could not believe that their enemy had given up 
the fight so easily. Whenever people came up to them to talk, the sol- 
diers would ask with wonder in their voices, “You've got so much here, 
such marvelous things, such riches. Why didn’t you fight harder to keep 
all this?” 

Of the two groups, the soldiers handled the culture clash with a lot 
more ease than their middle-class opponents. They were unselfconscious 
about their lack of sophistication, and carried on as if they were still liv- 
ing in their jungle bivouacs or in their villages in the Red River Delta. 


When they first got to the old presidential palace, the soldiers quar- 
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tered there immediately removed their sandals and waded into the foun- 
tain to wash the dust off their faces, hands, and feet. They did not know 
that the fountain was for decoration only; to them, it was just a good 
source of fresh water. Instead of using the toilets, they dug latrines in 
the garden. They built fires in the yard to cook their meals, and they 
hung their wash on the wrought-iron fence to dry. Others billeted in 
American buildings took down windows and chopped them up into fire- 
wood. In the following months, middle-class Saigonese would regale 
one another with outrageous tales about the country ways of the troops 
from the North, like the story of the soldier who put a fishing line down 
a toilet because he thought that it was a small pond, or the one who got 
scared and ran away when the door to an elevator suddenly opened. 
Although the Saigon middle class made fun of their conquerors, deep 
down they felt ashamed that they had been defeated by such yokels. 
They could not understand that, in the end, commitment to a cause and 
willingness to accept sacrifices in order to achieve victory meant more 
than all the sophistication of Saigon’s army and its American weaponry. 

With the victory, the small number of cadres and guerrillas that had 
operated underground appeared to take over government offices and city 
quarters. When they emerged, they turned out to be the people one 
least suspected of working for the communists. The woman who ran one 
of the shops on Yen’s street was a secret agent, married to a high-rank- 
ing Viet Cong cadre operating in War Zone D near Saigon. Later, this 
woman would become one of the leaders in the neighborhood. She told 
Yen about her husband, and how she used to make repeated trips into 
the war zone to bring supplies and information. Getting to know peo- 
ple like this underground cadre opened Yen's eyes. For the first time, 
those she used to call Viet Cong (but now had to refer.to as revolution- 
aries or liberators) ceased to be caricatures in Saigon government propa- 
ganda and appeared in flesh and blood. They turned out to be normal 
human beings, with strengths and foibles like everyone else. The cadres 
rarely boasted about their pasts; they were simply too preoccupied with 
the present to think about what they had done. But once in a while, 
they would reminisce about the war. Two of the women cadres in Yen’s 
Workers’ Union had been guerrillas operating near Saigon, planting 
mines and booby traps of grenades. Many times, they were attacked by 
American helicopter gunships. “There was nothing I hated worse than 
the helicopters,” one of them said to Yen. “They'd circle around and 
around right over my head, and then they'd point their guns down and 
keep firing and firing at me.” 
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With the end of the war, the tangled web of relationships between 
the communist and noncommunist sides was revealed to its full com- 
plexity. People found out that practically everyone in their circle of 
acquaintances had relatives in the communist ranks. My family was not 
the only one with siblings, uncles, aunts, cousins, nieces, and nephews 
on the opposite side of the fence. Our situation was the rule, rather than 
an exception. Even generals in the former Saigon regime had communist 
relatives, including Prime Minister Tran Thien Khiem and General 
Duong Van Minh. My brother Giu found out that two of his wife’s 
aunts with mysterious whereabouts were married to important Viet 
Cong cadres. But the relatives who arrived with the communists paid 
little attention to family ties: None of my relatives on the winning side 
did anything to help those on the losing side who now came under 
scrutiny. There was nothing they could have done to change the situa- 
tion anyway. Trying to help would only have exposed them and their 
own families needlessly to suspicion and perhaps even punishment. 
Besides, at the beginning at least, they themselves believed that a short 
stint at hoc tap—indoctrination—would not only be harmless but allow 
their southern relatives, who had been so steeped in the Saigon regime’s 
political culture, to rectify their thinking and become better citizens. 
After all, they themselves had regularly gone through many hoc tap ses- 
sions to learn about this and that policy, and had not found them oppres- 
sive. So, despite their connection to influential cadres, most of my fam- 
ily members who had worked for the Saigon regime could not escape 
from being sent away for indoctrination. 

With the country at peace and no longer divided into two enemy 
states, travel to the north and south became possible for the first time in 
decades. This free flow had a tremendous psychological impact. For 
people who during French colonial days had to have a passport to go 
from one region to another, and who were kept apart by the demilita- 
rized zone during the Vietnam War, it was exhilarating to be able to 
circulate freely from one end of the country to another. Reunification 
made the population feel as one again. Families could be reunited, and 
ties that had been severed were re-established. With roads safe from 
war, each year, relatives from Ha Tinh, the province from which my 
ancestors fled over a century ago, now travel to Van Dinh, my family’s 
native village, to worship at an ancestral temple built for all five branch- 
es of my clan. T hey are joined by other relatives who come in from 
Hanoi. When I go back to Vietnam now, I can visit relatives stretching 
from near the Chinese border to Hanoi, Ha Tinh, and Saigon. 
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The communists, focusing on their drive to victory, had not worked 
out a blueprint on what to do once they won, but they moved quickly 
to cement their control. The first leaders to arrive in Saigon to install a 
temporary government were men who had directed the final campaign. 
One of them was Le Duc Tho, the negotiator at the Paris peace talks 
who had shared the Nobel peace prize with Henry Kissinger and a mem- 
ber of the Politburo. On May 1, they set up a military committee to gov- 
ern Saigon until complete security could be restored. To Saigon resi- 
dents, the first signs were encouraging. The new leaders proclaimed a 
policy of reconciliation with former foes. No retaliation took place, even 
against the former Saigon army. The widely predicted bloodbath failed 
to materialize. The only crackdown was against criminals. Those caught 
in the act were swiftly brought to public trial, condemned to death, and 
executed on the spot. In my parents’ old neighborhood, my nephew 
Minh witnessed the trial and execution of two criminals. After the 
cadre read out the sentence, he asked whether anyone in the audience 
had any objection. No one breathed a word, and the culprits were shot 
right then and there. This draconian justice worked, and crime immedi- 
ately dropped. The tough approach, combined with the initial goodwill 
of Saigon residents, allowed the government to restore order quickly. 
Also, people were tired of the turmoil and wanted nothing more than to 
see life return to normal. In this atmosphere, no one tried to challenge 
the new authority. Everyone did as they were told. 

But normalcy was not what it used to be. Things had begun to 
change right after liberation. First, Saigon got a new name: Ho Chi 
Minh City, which even the most sympathetic residents hated. New 
flags flew over the buildings. New plaques appeared on government 
ministries and offices. Newspapers, movies, and music all changed as 
the government stepped up its efforts to destroy the old culture and 
impose a new one—the same purposeful, but restricted and politicized 
culture that had stifled creativity in the North. New ways of organiz- 
ing and controlling the population took effect. Saigon residents were 
taken aback by the level of government intrusion. First, the cadres vis- 
ited every family in the city to take a political census, largely to ferret 
out the people most likely to oppose the government. At this early 
stage, the communists were paranoid about sabotage, and in particular 
about secret agents planted by the Americans to overthrow their 
regime. In this, they shared a belief with the middle class: that the 
Americans would not give up the South so easily and would scheme to 
get it back. Another purpose of the census was to find out who among 
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the residents could be used to help the cadres carry out government 
orders and policies. 

Like everyone else in her neighborhood, Yen had to give detailed 
information not only on herself, her husband, and her children, but also 
on her close relatives. Yen’s family report did not look good. Most of her 
family were living abroad, and, worse still, many had fled with the 
Americans. To be safe, she did not list me, afraid that my marriage to an 
American would make her situation difficult. The report for Do, her 
husband, looked a lot better, with many relatives in the revolution, 
including his oldest brother, who had joined the Viet Minh in 1945. 
After they finished confessing about their families, Yen and Do had to 
submit detailed accounts about themselves. From these, the cadres 
would decide how to group them. Do had been in charge of technical 
operations in the sugar mill, which earned him the classification of tech- 
nician—a neutral one, because it implied that he had not been involved 
in the management and exploitation of workers. Yen had labored as a 
seamstress to supplement their income; now, this job, taken up in des- 
peration, gave her an advantage. It prompted the cadres to list her as a 
worker—a trustworthy and respected figure in the eyes of the govern- 
ment. In spite of her family ties, these classifications earned her and her 
husband peace. Do did not have to report for political indoctrination, 
and Yen escaped harassment. 

My nephew Minh had a harder time because of his family. After lib- 
eration, he had moved back to his parents’ farm, living by himself on the 
forsaken place. Just to be safe, he had burned the letter of recommenda- 
tion from Chase Manhattan that had done him no good anyway during 
the last hours of the evacuation. At first, no one bothered him, and he 
did not feel afraid. But then his neighbors denounced him, telling the 
local cadres that his family had fled with the Americans. The cadres 
summoned him to their office. They could not understand why he had 
not left with his family, and suspected that he was a secret agent plant- 
ed by the United States. They wanted to know where his orders were 
coming from, asking him over and over, “Who's giving you secret 
instructions?” They did not detain him, but every week they would ask 
him to return to answer more questions. They made him write a report 
on his background twelve times, a trick to trip him up. Any inconsis- 
tency would have been taken as a sign that he was lying. 

After about a month of this, his case went to the District Re-educa- 
tion Committee, which decided who should be interned for indoctrina- 
tion. The cadres there were members of the secret police. Stepping into 
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their office, Minh saw that they were all armed. A dossier on his father 
lay on the table. They said, “We know everything there's to know about 
your family. So, don’t try to lie. If you tell the truth, the revolution will 
be lenient with you.” Minh protested, “I’ve nothing to hide.” They 
questioned him more, but then let him go. They did not call him back 
again, although they kept an eye on him. Some nights he would look up 
to see an agent standing at his window, watching him. After a while, 
the cadres seized the farm. Minh volunteered for the Vanguard Youth 
Corps and left the village. Years later, after things had loosened up, he 
got to know two of the village cadres who used to question him about 
his background. When he asked them why they had given him such a 
hard time, they said, “We had to. We had no choice. Your family had 
sided with the Americans and had fled with them.” Minh would tell me 
in 1995, “You know, once I got to know these people, I found out that 
they're nice and normal—like you and me. They were harsh only because 
they had to carry out a harsh policy.” 

The Vanguard Youth Corps, as its name implies, went where others 
would be afraid to tread. It got involved in projects fit for prison work 
gangs. The government used it to rebuild roads and bridges and to clear 
new land for cultivation—priorities for a country recovering from the 
devastation of war. In a system that glorified manual labor, membership 
in the corps was like a badge of honor. The graduates inspired trust— 
after all, they had proven their mettle and dedication in incredible hard- 
ships. For Minh, the corps was a logical choice. It gave him a way to 
dispel the cloud of suspicion that had been hanging over his head, an 
opportunity to establish his credentials with the new regime. It also 
gave him food and shelter, at a time when he had lost his farm and could 
not find work in a sinking economy. After joining, Minh trekked to Ban 
Me Thuot in the central highlands—the scene of the first attack that 
had led to the fall of Saigon—to build a bridge and a road. Living and 
working conditions were primitive, and the work was backbreaking. It 
was also dangerous, with unexploded ordnance still littering the land- 
scape, ready to detonate at the touch of a shovel or the pressure of a foot. 
He and his comrades were housed in huts set in the jungle. Their food 
was mostly rice and fish sauce, and soup that had nothing in it but salt 
and water. But at least they got enough to eat. At night, they slept on 
the log floor. Diseases were prevalent, especially malaria. 

During the day, the corps members cut down trees and worked on 
the road and the bridge. The most dangerous job was to roll logs down 
the hillside. From above, workers would lower a log down slowly with 
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ropes. Below, another group would plant stakes in the ground to keep it 
from crashing downhill. In this manner, the lumber would be moved 
slowly, one at a time, a yard or so at a time, toward the site of the new 
bridge. One day, while Minh was laboring below planting the stakes, 
the workers above let go of a log too soon. It rolled and crushed Minh’s 
hands. Medical care was so primitive that Minh could not get an X-ray 
to see whether any bones had been broken. Neither could he get med- 
ication for the pain. He just put up with it and waited for it to subside. 
With characteristic good humor, Minh described the incident to me in 
1995: “After my hands got crushed, they looked as flat as a sheet of 
paper. But the next day, they swelled back to their normal size.” The 
new bridge spanned a creek whose water reached only to knee level 
when the project began, but no corps of engineers had studied it before- 
hand. In the monsoon season, the creek turned into a raging torrent. The 
log bridge that Minh and his comrades had almost killed themselves 
building was washed away. This project was typical of the disorgani- 
zation and lack of planning after the war, due to a shortage of engineers 
and the numerous priorities that taxed the resources of the government. 

Discouraged by the hard work and poor living conditions, Minh 
resigned and returned to Saigon. But his stint in the corps gave him the 
credentials he needed to find work with a state-run enterprise, carrying 
and lifting heavy bags and boxes of supplies. At this time, to encourage 
the clearing of new land for cultivation, the state gave each enterprise a 
piece of land to farm. The income from the land would go to the enter- 
prise. Minh’s company obtained a couple of acres in the Plain of Reeds. 
Each year, each worker had to spend ten days working on this land. It 
was an honor to go. But the workers saw no benefit in this for them- 
selves and made only half-hearted efforts when they got there. 

Yet Minh volunteered to go to this bleak area for two years. His 
manager had promised to send him back to school if he put in such a long 
stint. His friends told him he was a fool to take this cadre at his word. 
“You'll never come back. You'll get stuck there, and you'll rot there,” 
they told him. Minh brushed them aside and left, determined to see this 
through. He moved into the hut that was going to be his home for two 
long years. The work was arduous. Minh had to clear the brush off the 
land. Most of the time, he was wading in muck; once he was bitten by 
a venomous snake. Another hazard put an end to his stay. He stepped on 
a razor-sharp piece of bomb shrapnel. It sliced through his foot and left 
a deep gash. Without proper medication, the wound got infected and 
his foot got so painfully swollen that Minh could barely walk. Finally, 
he asked for permission to return to Saigon. (My nephew had been 
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lucky. The piece of shrapnel could have been a live bomb. In countless 
villages, an unknown number of peasants were getting maimed and 
killed by the lethal legacy of the war as they tried to put their land back 
into cultivation.) 

The government was not allowing people to receive money or sup- 
plies from abroad, so teenagers like Minh, left without family support, 
had to do what they could to survive. He became a stevedore in the port 
of Saigon. He worked there for two years, loading and unloading heavy 
bags of cement by carrying them on his back. Then his life took a turn 
for the better. He got a job with a state agency that was making an 
inventory of military supplies left behind by the Americans and the old 
Saigon army to see what could be salvaged as scrap metal. The head 
cadre, a man with only a grade-school education, took a liking to him 
because he was bright and had a lot of good ideas. 

As part of his job, Minh visited every base and warehouse from the 
tip of Ca Mau to the former demilitarized zone. He found huge stock- 
piles of tank and airplane spare parts still in unopened crates. He found 
ammunition piled up to the ceiling in depots. His discovery made him 
shake his head in amazement. The old Saigon government was always 
screaming that the Americans were abandoning it and cutting off aid and 
materiel, yet here was this mountain of supplies. Eventually, as govern- 
ment control loosened up, Minh would go into business for himself, buy- 
ing and reselling scrap metal. In a country awash with old military 
equipment, but with a shortage of steel and iron, he had a steady source 
and many customers. Then, when the building boom hit Saigon in the 
early 1990s, his business took off. 

In the old days before peace, every family was an island, devoting 
time and energy only to its members. Now everyone had to reach out and 
get involved with their community or the collective. Participation was 
supposed to be voluntary, but no one dared to refuse. Every Saturday 
and Sunday, residents had to help clean up their streets. They also had 
to take part in a labor project. Many Saigonese were mobilized to build 
a canal near Saigon. Once a week, they had to spend a whole day, work- 
ing from morning to dusk, at the canal site. Everyone chafed at having 
to go out on a weekend and wade in the mud. They saw no glory in these 
manual tasks, only drudgery. Also, by this time, the cadres’ contempt for 
the middle class—whom they viewed as selfish and morally corrupt— 
had dispelled the goodwill that people originally had toward the new 
government. So, those drafted for the job dragged their feet and tried to 
do only the bare minimum. 

These communal projects were just one of the many facets of life that 
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had been imported from the North. Another was the network of popu- 
lar associations and residents’ organizations that drew everyone into the 
fold—for control, for indoctrination, but also for mutual help and sup- 
port. Like all the residents in her neighborhood, Yen had to join a cell, 
which was simply a source of free labor for the cadres and a tool to help 
them execute government policies. At first, before the security police 
became functional, when her turn came, she had to stand guard at night 
for two to three hours at a stretch to keep watch in her neighborhood. 
Then she got a new responsibility, selling bread to her neighbors. Every 
morning at four o'clock, she would join a couple of her cell colleagues 
collecting fresh loaves at the bakery. By six, Yen was sitting at a table 
in the street, ready to sell to neighbors so they could have their break- 
fast before they left for work. Rationing had been introduced, and each 
time she sold a loaf, she had to mark the sale in the buyer’s coupon book. 
Yen had this job until the bakeries ran out of flour and had to shut 
down. Then she got the responsibility of selling foodstuffs at the local 
state store. The hours were long and unpredictable. Whenever mer- 
chandise arrived, she had to go and help with the sale. Sometimes a sup- 
ply of fish would arrive at ten o'clock in the evening, and someone 
would summon her to deal with the crowd that was already lining up 
to snap up the food. Sometimes she had to spend the night at the store 
to keep an eye on the merchandise. Yet as a “volunteer,” Yen received no 
compensation for her labor. 

Besides helping in the cell, my sister also had to perform chores for 
the Workers’ Union and the Women’s Association. As a former seam- 
stress and a woman, she had to join both. She had less and less time for 
herself and her family. On top of all this, she had to go to an endless 
series of meetings. At first, these took place every night, and no one 
dared to skip them. There, she had to sit and listen while the cadres 
praised the government and its policies and condemned the former “pup- 
pet” regime and the American “imperialists.” Or they would talk about 
all the good things the revolution had accomplished, such as freeing 
women from oppression and making them equal to men. The job of the 
cadres was not just to lecture, but also to find out what the residents 
thought. To discover the real attitude of the people in the neighbor- 
hood, the cadres asked each one to pick an issue that had struck him or 
her the most and write a report on it. Yen wrote on the liberation of 
women. To her, this was a topic that carried the least political baggage. 
She said simply that the liberation of women had a personal meaning for 
her, because it allowed her to get out of the kitchen and go out into the 
world. The cadres accepted her report without comment. 
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Initially, the cadres were native southerners. These were hardened 
revolutionaries; many had fought in the heavily bombed and shelled area 
called the Iron Triangle by the Americans. In the glow of the first weeks 
of peace, when the new government tried to be conciliatory and to gain 
the people’s goodwill, Saigon residents found these cadres—who had 
not been exposed to decades of communist indoctrination like those in 
the North—not only admirable but also reasonable and flexible. Also, 
Saigonese could identify with them more because they were fellow 
southerners. Later, after the country was formally reunified under one 
communist government in June 1976—with Hanoi as the capital—more 
and more cadres were sent from the north to the south. They were also 
true believers, but were a different breed: more rigid, more narrow- 
minded, more prone to parrot the Party line and believe everything the 
state told them. Many were poor peasants with little education. By 
now, with Saigon under control, these cadres did not feel they had to 
hide their contempt for the middle class and referred to them all indis- 
criminately as “puppets” of the Americans. At first, the middle class was 
too cowed to protest, but after a year, they became bolder and less 
afraid, and loudly objected. The cadres had to soften their approach and 
to drop the hateful term. “We're all Vietnamese,” they now declared, 
“let's stop this distinction and division.” Even among the cadres, those 
that were better educated felt discouraged by their ignorant colleagues. 
One of them said to Yen, “It’s awful. Some of these people can barely 
read.” 

Not all the cadres were ignorant country folk. Among the first offi- 
cials from the North to arrive in Saigon was Am, a doctor who had mar- 
ried Thinh, one of Uncle Trinh’s daughters, and who had accompanied 
military units into the central highlands during the last months of the 
war. By this time, our cousin Bieu had moved into my parents’ old home. 
When Am first met Bieu, his brother-in-law, at this two-room house, he 
was astounded that Bieu could live in such splendid privacy, having the 
whole place for himself and his family, without having to share it with 
at least one or two more households. (With so much housing stock left 
behind by the Americans and Vietnamese who had fled, the communists 
did not force the middle class to share their living quarters with other 
families, as they had done in Hanoi.) My brother-in-law Hau also arrived 
some time later to take a look at the cash crop industry in the south, in 
his capacity as head of his agricultural research institute. Wishful-think- 
ing relatives, seeing him move around in a chauffeur-driven car, immedi- 
ately told each other that he was an important cadre who could inter- 
vene and help them out if they ever fell into trouble with the new 
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regime. That, of course, was far from the truth, as Hau was only a tech- 
nician with no political power. My cousin Hien, who had disappeared 
to join the Viet Minh in 1945, also showed up in Saigon, as the tech- 
nician in charge of raising rice production for the south by clearing more 
land for cultivation and adopting better growing methods. This first 
trickle of cadres from the north would become a flood, and gradually 
would displace the native southern communists. Eventually, northerners 
would end up holding most of the reins of power in Saigon, creating 
resentment among the southern population. This wholesale transfer of 
government and army personnel would change the character of the city. 

Surrounded by the riches of the south, the newcomers from the north 
quickly gave in to temptation. Saigon residents became scornful when 
soldiers who had impressed them with their integrity right after the 
takeover began to loot abandoned private homes and businesses, taking 
anything of value with them when they headed back north. Then, as 
more and more cadres arrived in Saigon to staff the new government, 
they, too, became acquisitive. The north, with its bare shelves and 
severe shortages, had little to offer in the way of goods. But the south 
was still brimming with the consumer products that had been imported 
over the decades with generous American aid, items that northerners did 
not even know existed and had not even dreamed of, and now coveted. 
Even native southern cadres who moved to Saigon to staff the new 
administration alongside their northern comrades could not resist the 
lure of money. At first, Saigonese thought that the government, army, 
and police personnel would be impervious to bribes. But they quickly 
found out that, through the proper intermediary, they could buy their 
way out of any jam. Just as in the old days, with the right sum of money, 
they could bypass regulations, get some official documents, or avoid 
harassment—and later on even get on a boat to flee the country while 
secret policemen looked the other way. Those Saigon residents who still 
had plenty of gold and dollars, the unofficial legal tender, were all too 
willing to give cadres, policemen, and officers the money they needed to 
buy to their hearts’ content and to acquire a more comfortable life-style. 

Psychologically, cadres and soldiers alike were ready to give in to 
temptation. They reasoned that after making sacrifices and putting up 
with hardships for decades, they deserved to take it easy and to enjoy 
the fruits of their long and hard struggle. They thought they would be 
fools not to, especially when most of their colleagues and even some 
leaders were grabbing real estate, gold, and dollars right and left. Old- 
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and dedication, but they would be in the minority. (The cynicism would 
lead some northerners to tell me in 1993, “Do you know who the real 
losers in this war are? They're not the supporters of the old Saigon 
regime. The real losers are the families who sacrificed their sons so that 
the revolution would win. They're getting empty honors, and nothing 
else, while the cadres are getting rich.” With this everyone-for-himself 
attitude, the communist system would start to weaken. Instead of 
“everything for the Party and for the state,” the new thinking became 
“the Party and the state be damned.” It is no wonder that the young 
people nowadays, even sons and daughters of Party officials, are disen- 
chanted. The cadres are no longer models of integrity, dedication, and 
selflessness, but corrupt officials.) 

When I talked about this change in attitude with an acquaintance in 
Hanoi in 1995, he explained to me, “During the war, we had a cause 
and an ideal to sustain us. We fought nobly. We accepted incredible 
sacrifices. But once the war ended, we lost our sense of mission—our 
moral compass. Even our soldiers became thieves in Saigon. They start- 
ed to steal, taking even light bulbs and electric fuses back to the north.” 
As the corruption spread, Saigon residents grumbled that the revolution 
that had promised to usher in a new era of clean and just government had 
become as venal as the old regime it had attacked. Yen’s husband Do was 
one of those who became disenchanted. After the takeover, well-trained 
technicians like Do and my brother Giu were sought after. The commu- 
nist cadres, long on political training and short on technical knowledge, 
did not know how to keep factories like the sugar mill and the cement 
plant going. A cadre came to see Do right after the takeover and per- 
suaded him to stay on as an advisor. At this time, Do was still fired up 
with nationalism and the desire to help the country get back on its feet. 
He was also impressed with the top leaders coming from Hanoi. While 
many of the rank-and-file cadres were incompetent, the people at the top 
were bright and savvy. That first Tet, he had the chance to meet the 
minister of industry, who had arrived in Saigon on an inspection tour. 
The minister, courteous and extremely solicitous, appealed to the tech- 
nicians’ professional pride and especially to their nationalism and emo- 
tions. He talked to them about the needs of the country, and how they 
could help the nation prosper and make life better for all the people. 

But the initial glow quickly faded. Do became frustrated with the 
cadres assigned to the mill and with the new staff. A man with an 
explosive temper, he could not tolerate their incompetence. He would 
scream in their faces and tell them that they were stupid, that they were 
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fit only for herding buffaloes and horses and not for running a mill. The 
first real blow for Do came with the conversion of the currency. It 
wiped out his savings. For a man who pinched pennies and half-starved 
his family in order to pile up millions in the bank, it was a loss from 
which he could not recover. Watching the cumulation of his lifelong 
efforts evaporate into nothing, he felt devastated. He said that he had 
saved his money in order to send his children abroad for study. Now, 
this dream was finished. Not only that, because of Yen’s family ties, it 
had become apparent that they would not even have a chance to study 
in meaningful fields at the university and to have jobs that would utilize 
their talent—privileges reserved only for children of families with a 
sterling political background. He felt responsible for having destroyed 
their future, and he berated himself for his decision to stay behind, forc- 
ing his family to do likewise. He became despondent. 

Eventually, he became shaky—his head jerked uncontrollably from 
side to side, and his hands trembled. He resigned from his job, but the 
mill management would not let him go. They tried to induce him to stay, 
and offered to admit him into the Communist Party. But he was not 
interested. He told them, “I’m old and feeble now. I can’t contribute 
much. Besides, all my life I’ve never joined any party. I’m not going to 
change now.” Determined to leave, he kept pressing for retirement. 
Finally, he asked for an examination by a council of doctors, who con- 
firmed his medical condition and stated emphatically that he could not 
carry on. He was allowed to retire. In his last years, he became so bitter 
and disillusioned that he would not set foot outside his apartment. A 
heavy smoker, he died of lung cancer a few years ago. 

The currency conversion happened suddenly, to catch everyone off 
guard and prevent people from subverting it. [ts purpose was to wipe 
out the savings of the middle and upper middle class, and therefore 
reduce them to the level of the poor in order to achieve economic equal- 
ity. Late one night, the cadre in charge of the neighborhood summoned 
Yen and other cell members and told them to visit each household and 
list the people living there, even those who were only temporary resi- 
dents. He said this had to be done right away, although he did not tell 
them why. There were over ninety families for them to check. Most res- 
idents cooperated, but some would glare at Yen and refuse to give her a 
complete list. It took her until one o'clock in the morning to finish her 
rounds. She handed in the lists and went home, still puzzled by the 
whole thing. The next morning, like a thunderbolt, there was an 
announcement that the government would take the old currency out of 
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circulation, and that each household was entitled to exchange a fixed 
sum of money based on the number of people living there. The ratio was 
500 piasters of the old currency for one piaster of the new one. If a 
household had more money than it was allowed to exchange, the rest 
would be worthless. 

In the neighborhood, people were in an uproar. But there was noth- 
ing they could do but line up at the exchange site to turn in their old 
money for the new. Several people carried large bags stuffed with bills, 
yet no one gave them a second look. Some got so mad that they started 
to toss their surplus money on the ground. Even criminals did not both- 
er to show up to rob the long line of people. One of Yen's neighbors 
joked, “Tve never seen Saigon so secure. Here we are, standing in line 
with tons of money, but no one’s trying to grab it from us.” In the end, 
each household could get at most 200 piasters in new money—actually 
a big sum considering how much each piaster could buy—even if the 
number of people living in it entitled them to more. Some residents, 
however, still managed to get more than the maximum allowed, through 
secret bargaining with the cadres in charge. ~ 

This conversion was only the first volley in the campaign to enforce 
economic equality. Subsequently, there were more exchanges—to the 
point that even if Yen could recover all of her husband's original savings 
from the bank now, they would be worth next to nothing. The conver- 
sions impoverished those foolish enough to keep their savings in local 
currency, but not those who had been clever enough to keep most of 
their assets in gold and dollars. Gold never lost its popularity, and 
remained the currency of choice for transactions like buying passage on 
a boat to flee the country. It became even more popular when galloping 
inflation eroded the value of paper money. Even now, with inflation 
tamed, people still prefer to buy and sell major assets like land and hous- 
es with gold, rather than with Ho Chi Minh banknotes. The dollar, 
too, remained attractive as the unofficial legal tender. 

The next move for the government was to smash businessmen and 
entrepreneurs. This happened in two waves. At first, the big capitalists 
were targeted. The biggest of them all—Hoang Kim Quy, who had 
been known as the king of iron and steel—was arrested and sentenced 
to twenty years in jail, because he had produced the barbed wire used 
by the Saigon army. The second wave came in 1978 and focused on mer- 
chants. To prevent businessmen from dispersing their goods, the crack- 
down came like a bolt out of the blue. Cholon, the Chinese section of 
Saigon, was the hardest hit. Commerce had been its lifeblood, and 
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practically every family there was engaged in it. Workers were mobi- 
lized as foot soldiers in this “anti-bourgeois” campaign, because they 
would not be inclined to feel sympathetic toward people more privi- 
leged than they. Young people were also recruited for this purpose, 
because they were most likely to carry out orders without hesitation. 

As a dock worker, my nephew Minh got the tap on the shoulder to 
go into action. Accompanied by the cadres, he and his colleagues fanned 
out and invaded every shop and place of business to make an exhaustive 
inventory of the merchandise. Nothing escaped their vigilance. They 
would find everything—even valuables hidden inside pillows. Every 
item—soap, shoes, sunglasses, nuts, and bolts—went on the list. 
Nothing was too big or too small. Then all the items were seized and 
the businesses shut down. What the cadres had not counted on was the 
utter indifference of the workers and youths to both sides in this cam- 
paign. Their attitude was, “Pox on both your houses.” The foot soldiers 
had no sympathy for the merchants, but neither did they have any sym- 
pathy for the state. When the cadres asked them to move the seized 
items to a collection point, they would casually drop things on the 
ground, damaging or destroying them in the process, or they would pile 
them up in the open under the monsoon rain. They would tell each 
other, “We're not getting anything out of this. Everything's going to the 
state anyway. So, who cares?” 

Vietnamese merchants such as Mrs. An, a friend of Giu’s wife and the 
owner of a large business, did not fare any better. In the sweep to con- 
vert the south to socialism, she became a target. One day, she received 
a notice asking her to attend a neighborhood meeting for business own- 
ers. At the meeting, a cadre got up and started to condemn the mer- 
chants, calling them exploiters, and threatening them. Then he passed 
out a form for each business owner to sign, voluntarily surrendering all 
his or her assets to the state. She signed. While she was at the meeting, 
a group of about thirty people led by a cadre arrived at her house. For 
two days, they systematically searched her residence. They did not miss 
anything that she might have used to hide her valuables. They over- 
turned her potted plants and sifted through the dirt. They dumped out 
her bags of charcoal. They checked lamps and lamp shades. They opened 
up light switches. They slashed her mattresses. They checked the drain 
pipes and the garbage. They left her house in complete shambles, but 
found nothing. Before this happened, she had gotten rid of personal pos- 
sessions she thought might get her into trouble, such as books and music 
tapes dating from pre-liberation days. In the end, she was allowed to 
stay in her house, but the government seized all her other assets. 
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In Yen’s area, the campaign was not as harsh or intense. The mer- 
chants here were small shop owners, whose businesses could not com- 
pare in size and wealth to those of the Chinese or to that of Mrs. An. 
For this campaign, the cadres summoned all the cells in my sister's neigh- 
borhood. Yen and the other inventory takers had to go to every store and 
make an exhaustive list of the merchandise. They never went alone, but 
always in teams of three. Knowing the others might be watching, each 
one felt compelled to do a thorough job. For over a month, they visited 
all the shops and listed every single item of merchandise, down to each 
and every pair of costume earrings. 

After they lost their businesses, the merchants had to face a second 
hurdle. Those classified as criminals who owed a blood debt to the peo- 
ple—for having aided the former Saigon regime in the war or for having 
ruthlessly exploited their workers—were kicked out of their homes and 
sent to a New Economic Zone, where they were given a piece of land, 
a hut with no walls, doors, or windows, a rice subsidy to tide them over 
until they could harvest their crop, mosquito nets, and blankets. Then 
the government seized their houses. This created panic among the mer- 
chants, many of whom started to flee the country, swelling the number 
of boat people taking to the sea. Others were able to bribe the cadres 
who had the power to decide who could stay in Saigon and who would 
have to resettle in a New Economic Zone. When I returned to Saigon 
in 1993, an acquaintance pointed out to me the house of one of the 
cadres involved in the campaign who had gotten very rich from bribes. 
This cadre and her husband later on became too grasping and corrupt for 
the government to ignore. In one of the periodic clean-up campaigns, 
usually window-dressing affairs that catch only the smaller fish, the 
government indicted them and took away their assets. 

By the time it finished smashing the merchants, the government had 
taken over some of the choicest real estate in Saigon. These properties, 
along with those seized earlier from those that had fled the country, 
gave the government a huge holding of land and houses to parcel out to 
its cadres. This distribution would give rise to yet more corruption and 
lead to bitter squabbles over who got what. In other parts of the south, 
wholesale transfer of residential properties into the hands of the state 
and then to the cadres was also taking place. Although the new system 
was supposed to be egalitarian, with no one much better off than their 
neighbors, many cadres now seemed to live like kings, ensconced in the 
fine homes of businessmen who had been sent to the New Economic 
Zones or those of affluent residents who had fled. 

With commerce killed off, downtown Saigon took on a sad and 
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abandoned look. Shuttered stores lined the streets. Here and there, a 
few businesses continued to operate, such as hotels, cafes, and restau- 
rants. But they were no longer privately owned. They were state enter- 
prises run by bureaucrats. Their clients came from the small community 
of foreigners, the ranks of cadres who had gotten fat from bribes, or 
those middle-class residents who still had plenty of gold. No one else 
had the money to patronize them. Besides commerce and industry, the 
state also took over food production. It pressed peasants to join cooper- 
atives in April 1978 and to deliver their surplus crops to the government 
at official prices. This was the biggest economic blunder of the postwar 
period. Unlike farmers in the north whose villages had known a more 
communal tradition, the peasants in the south, descendants of pioneer- 
ing settlers in what had once been Cambodian land, were much more 
independent and individualistic. Also, life in the Mekong Delta was not 
harsh like that in the Red River Delta, and the safety net that the coop- 
eratives offered did not appeal to southern peasants, who could be self- 
sufficient. The southern farmers, resentful at being forced into coopera- 
tives and angry at having to deliver their crops to the government at an 
artificial, low price, caused food supplies to plummet. To control food 
distribution, the government set up checkpoints to curb private trade in 
commodities. As in the north, rationing and coupon books were intro- 
duced, and how much in basic staples each family could buy depended 
on the number and age of people officially registered with the police as 
part of their household. This householding system had a security pur- 
pose as well: It allowed the police to keep track of who belonged where 
and who was doing what in the neighborhood. 

The heavy-handed state control that clamped down over the econo- 
my brought disastrous results. With peace, the standard of living 
declined, rather than rose. Shortages became serious. Part of the prob- 
lem was due to the embargo that the United States had imposed—out 
of resentment against a former foe, but mostly out of anger at Hanoi’s 
stubborn refusal to help clarify the status of those Americans listed as 
missing in action. When all of America’s friends followed its lead, 
Vietnam became isolated. The embargo restricted Vietnam’s foreign 
trade and denied the country access to Western aid and investments and 
international credit. Even with international help, it would have been 
difficult to get the country back on its feet. Without it, the task became 
herculean. The economy shriveled. The embargo caused a lot of damage, 
cutting off materials and spare parts to factories that had been built 
with American know-how and forcing them to shut down. It also 
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choked off mundane supplies like flour, and bakeries that used to churn 
out the wonderful French baguettes had to close their doors. In 1993, 
during my first visit back home, the embargo was still in force, although 
Hanoi had been cooperating in the search for American MIAs. 
Vietnamese were puzzled by its long duration and harshness. They 
would say, “Why are we being singled out for punishment for so long? 
There were thousands of Americans missing in action in Germany and 
Korea after those wars, but the United States did not take revenge 
against them. Why us?” 

The year 1979 was a severe strain on the new Vietnamese regime. 
War had erupted again. The year before, in the area bordering 
Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge were shelling Vietnamese villages and 
crossing over to massacre peasants. The brazen attacks pulled the people 
together and for a while diverted their attention from their own dis- 
tress. Popular anger boiled over, stoked by newspaper articles and 
exhibits of photos showing Khmer Rouge atrocities. The young in par- 
ticular were outraged and many volunteered for the army. Minh and his 
friends rushed to the recruitment center to enlist. But while his friends 
were accepted, Minh found himself rejected. Being in the army was a 
privilege, reserved only for those whose background was acceptable. 
Because his family had fled to America, his was not. 

Unable to prevail upon the Khmer Rouge to stop their attacks, the 
Vietnamese army invaded Cambodia in December 1978, and drove into 
the capital of Phnom Penh practically unchecked. Minh’s friends who 
took part in the operation would tell him later on that they had won 
every battle they had fought. With Cambodia under its control, 
Vietnam ousted the Khmer Rouge and installed its own protégés. 
Vietnam got no credit for ending the reign of terror of the Khmer 
Rouge, during which over one million Cambodians had been murdered. 
Instead, it was condemned for having invaded a neighbor. It became the 
world’s pariah. My relatives in Saigon and Hanoi still chafe at the feel- 
ing that Vietnam was not acknowledged for putting an end to the atroc- 
ities, which no other country in the world had tried to stop. Continuing 
Khmer Rouge resistance kept Vietnam bogged down in a quagmire. It 
finally withdrew in 1989. The official tally put its casualties at 25,000 
dead and 100,000 wounded. 

The negative reaction did not stop at verbal brickbats. Thailand and 
China armed the Khmer Rouge to keep the Vietnamese tied down. And 
China invaded the North to teach Vietnam a lesson in February 1979. 
Because it now viewed Vietnam as a Soviet ally, and because of its 
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rapprochement with China, the United States did not react. The quick- 
ness with which the Chinese had come across the frontier reminded the 
Vietnamese of how vulnerable they were to the colossus north of them. 
The fear of being invaded and overwhelmed by the more numerous 
Chinese stirred once again. A cousin of mine who lived in Lang Son 
recalled how he woke up one morning, looked out his window, and saw 
a horde of Chinese soldiers already ensconced in his street. However, 
the Chinese army, which had not fought a war in decades, performed 
poorly. Instead of teaching the Vietnamese a lesson, the Chinese got a 
bloody nose. Suffering heavy casualties and humiliating reverses, but 
unwilling to admit failure, they haughtily declared that they had 
achieved their aim and withdrew. Yet their brief foray had created 
havoc in border towns like Lang Son. Vietnamese who saw the destruc- 
tion claimed that the Chinese army had devastated the area. My broth- 
er-in-law Hau, after a trip to the border region, would shake his head in 
amazement at the brutal tactics of the Chinese and say, “The Chinese are 
a lot more destructive than the Americans. In all the years that the 
Americans dropped bombs on us, they never leveled an entire region, but 
the Chinese did.” 

Without American aid, it was natural that the standard of living in 
the South would drop to the level that its resources could support, but 
Vietnam’s isolation, combined with the draining war with Cambodia 
and then with China, a series of bad harvests, and the failure of the 
cooperatives, plunged life into a depth of misery that was beyond all 
expectations. In 1979, the economy hit bottom. According to rumors 
about that period, rather than selling to the state, angry peasants in the 
South fed their surplus rice to their pigs or even, in some instances, 
burned it to show their resentment—aggravating the food crisis. All my 
relatives told me that 1979 ranks as one of the worst years in their lives. 
There was a frightful shortage of rice, to the point that people had to 
eat bo bo, a tough grain normally fed to horses. In a country that had once 
easily been able to feed itself, malnutrition became rampant. There were 
reports of famine in some areas. Even government workers, with steady 
jobs and steady incomes, had trouble feeding their families. In the space 
of just four years, Vietnam became destitute, and its per capita income 
sank to the second lowest in the world. The communists had won the 
war, but they were losing the peace. 

Not just food, but everything else became scarce. Consumer goods 
disappeared. Even common things like toothpaste and soap were hard to 
find. Hospitals ran low on supplies; common drugs such as aspirin 


431 = the spoils of victory 


became almost as precious as gold. Morale—which had not been high to 
begin with—plunged to an all-time low. With their expectations 
dashed, people became demoralized and sullen. Vietnamese refugees in 
America, watching their homeland sink deeper and deeper into agony, 
felt hopeful that the U.S. policy of economic and political isolation 
would impoverish the country to the point that the people would rise 
up and overthrow the government. Some refugee friends and acquain- 
tances used to say to me, “Let’s strangle those communists until they 
croak.” 

The communists did not croak, but they did make many concessions 
to avert disaster, and while the people of Vietnam suffered terribly, 
they did not revolt. The dark malaise and the economic collapse, which 
stood in stark contrast to neighboring Asian countries that were boom- 
ing, forced the government to reconsider its policies. Also, as the econ- 
omy sank, people started to take things in their own hands to survive, 
breaking down the fence that the state had erected around their liveli- 
hood. They began to wheel and deal, and private trade, which the com- 
munists had not succeeded in choking off completely, expanded. This 
spontaneous breaking away and the positive results of a few cautious 
reforms led the government to begin loosening its stranglehold over the 
economy in 1979. The next year, the government, in a tacit admission 
that its cooperative policy had failed, moved to give the peasants more 
freedom. In the end, instead of just tinkering with a dying system, the 
government decided to unshackle the economy from socialist dogma, 
allow the free market to operate once again, scrap the cooperatives, and 
throw open the country’s door to foreign investments. It was 1989, the 
year when communist regimes were falling all over Eastern Europe. 
Even true believers like my sister Thang and her husband—shocked by 
the disintegration of the Soviet Union, long upheld as the apotheosis of 
socialism, and by the news of popular uprisings toppling one communist 
government after another—recognized that there was no way socialist 
policies that had failed so miserably in Eastern Europe could succeed in 
a much poorer place like Vietnam. The problems besetting the country, 
they realized, represented not aberration but a fatal flaw built into the 
system itself. 

As Vietnam withdrew from Cambodia and changed course, the for- 
eign embargo began to crack. Global competition was pushing countries 
to pursue opportunities wherever they could find them, so America’s 
friends broke ranks and rushed into Vietnam. By 1994, when President 
Clinton finally ended this policy, the United States was one of the last 
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major holdouts. As could be expected, the people in the South—still 
entrepreneurial and still steeped in their freewheeling capitalist past— 
were the ones who knew how to take full advantage of the reform. It 
was in the South, an area not at all bound to or blinded by the ortho- 
doxy of socialism, that the market economy really took flight. 
Eventually, the South’s stunning transformation into a vibrant region, 
and the visible benefits of the open market, would prompt the rest of 
the country to plunge into the same waters. With the state giving up its 
control over many aspects of the economy, with private commerce 
allowed to flourish, and with foreign money flooding in, the country 
emerged from its darkness. Farmers regained their incentive and initia- 
tive. Food became plentiful once again. Shortages disappeared as shops 
brimmed with goods, and rationing was abandoned. 

But no one could have foreseen this evolution when the war ended in 
1975. At that time, the system and the ideology that the Viet Minh had 
adapted from the Soviet Union and China—which had succeeded in 
winning an arduous war against foreign domination—seemed unassail- 
able. But peace turned out to contain the seeds of change. In the end, the 
North, which tried to recast the South into its own socialist image, was 
itself transformed. 

All of this was in the future, however, when my brother Giu entered 
the re-education camp, where he was to be cleansed of his capitalist 


ideas and his “puppet” thoughts. 
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The Hours of Gold and Jade 


Giu was sitting at a crowded table 
loaded with plates of food and bot- 
tles of beer and soft drinks. Next to 
him, a pretty young woman was 
smiling shyly, holding up what was 
clearly one of her proudest posses- 
sions: a picture of Ho Chi Minh. 
The occasion was a dinner party to 
mark the transfer of the Ha Tien 
cement works to the new commu- 
nist management. No one would 
have guessed that the people chat- 
ting and joking at this congenial 
gathering would, just two weeks 
before, have willingly tried to kill 
and maim one another. The pretty 
girl had been a communist guerrilla, 
and the picture of Ho appeared on a 
commendation she had received for 
her exploits. 
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Giu could remember how, not long ago, the dead bodies of Viet 
Cong guerrillas had been displayed near the factory as war trophies. Yet 
from the time they took control, the communists had been so friendly 
and full of goodwill that my brother was glad to let bygones be 
bygones. “We're all Vietnamese,” they said, “The war's behind us now. 
Let’s join hands to rebuild our country.” This was how war was sup- 
posed to end—with both sides shaking hands and professing brother- 
hood. In this atmosphere, breaking bread with his old enemies seemed 
the natural thing to do. So, when the pretty girl guerrilla was intro- 
duced by the cadre presiding over the banquet, Giu joined in the 
applause, and admired her Ho Chi Minh commendation when she 
passed it to him. 

My brother never imagined that he would be rubbing shoulders with 
the communists. He had thought that he would be long gone before they 
appeared, but the shocking collapse of Saigon had spoiled his plan to 
escape. In the first days after the surrender, he did not dwell on this 
momentous turn of events, too preoccupied with the fate of his wife and 
children to worry about his own. He had heard that the airport had 
been shelled heavily and many aircraft had been shot down. Giu had no 
idea whether his family had made it out alive. As he ran around Saigon, 
trying to get some news, he passed a Cessna dangling among the electric 
wires—either shot down or brought down by engine failure or an empty 
fuel tank. He was haunted by visions of his family plunging to a fiery 
death. Finally, a relative phoned with the news that their flight had 
taken off without incident. Relieved, his first instinct was to flee and 
rejoin his wife and children in France. But he knew the risks of such a 
move were enormous, and he reluctantly gave up the idea. 

As the realization that he might not see his family again hit home, he 
fell into a deep depression. Then, after a few days, he began to think 
about what he should do, now that he was stuck in Saigon. He decided 
to go back to work at his headquarters office, to stay busy and keep him- 
self from brooding over his own situation. He found that the entire staff 
of 200 had reported for duty. Uncertain about what would happen 
next, they too had chosen to keep the office running as normal. Although 
my brother did not know what the communists were going to do, he 
expected the worst. Throughout Vietnamese history, the victors had 
usually hunted down the vanquished and taken wholesale reprisals, 
partly out of revenge, but also to make sure their former foes would not 
regroup and pose a challenge again. From all the brutal stories he had 
heard about the communists over the years, Giu thought that they 
would surely put previous victors to shame. 
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But nothing happened. When three former underground cadres— 
low-key, friendly southerners—showed up at the headquarters, they 
simply assembled the staff and announced that the new revolutionary 
government was now in charge. They were polite and deferential to 
Giu, and asked him to preside over the meeting, in his capacity as gen- 
eral manager. When they finished speaking, they turned to him and 
said, “Would you like to add anything?” My brother said no, and the 
meeting broke up. The cadres left and did not come back. In the absence 
of new instructions, Giu ran things as he had done before. Ten days 
later, another group of southern cadres, officially dispatched by the 
newly created government—a temporary administration until formal 
reunification—arrived at the office. The cadres had the staff submit 
thorough reports on themselves and their families going back to their 
grandparents, and listing every location where they had lived and every- 
thing they had done. Giu omitted many things about his family to avoid 
making his situation worse: He wrote only that his father had worked 
in finance—skipping all the important positions he had held in the 
North—and he did not say that he belonged to the Duong clan of Van 
Dinh, afraid that this would label him as someone related to “big feu- 
dalists.” He worried about how the cadres would react, but to his aston- 
ishment, they asked him to remain in his post. Realizing that they lacked 
the technical skill to manage the cement works themselves, the cadres 
also asked the rest of the staff to continue as before. Giu and his col- 
leagues felt relieved: They were going to keep their jobs and feed them- 
selves and their families. Cautiously optimistic, they commenced to 
think that perhaps the national reconciliation that the communists had 
proclaimed was for real. 

To complete the takeover of the enterprise, the new managers asked 
Giu and two engineers to go with them to the factory in Ha Tien. They 
traveled in a jeep. The cadres wore Viet Cong pith helmets and sandals 
cut out of rubber tires, just like the bad guys in propaganda posters and 
cartoons. Life is weird, Giu thought. A few weeks ago, he would have 
flown to Ha Tien to avoid the mines and ambushes that used to make the 
road a death trap. But here he was, driving merrily along a stretch of 
road that he had seen only from the air before, chauffeured by Viet Cong 
officers. Peace needed getting used to. He saw no jets streaking by, no 
military trucks clattering along loaded with soldiers. Sometimes they 
would pass a burned-out tank or an abandoned helicopter resting in the 
rice fields, and the guerrillas they saw along the road were not out to 
attack him, but simply manning makeshift checkpoints. They made a 
great point of stopping all travelers to look at their papers. One of the 
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officers joked, “What do these guys think they're doing? They can’t even 
read!” Giu had not expected the people he considered dour ideologues 
to have a sense of humor. Surprised, he burst out laughing with the 
other passengers. In Ha Tien, the atmosphere remained friendly. The 
communists did not bring up the past, although their secret agents knew 
full well what the management had done during the war to keep their 
side at bay. The handing over went smoothly. To mark the historic occa- 
sion, the plant manager held a banquet, inviting local civilian and mili- 
tary leaders to join the guests of honor. 

Two days later, word reached Ha Tien that former Saigon officials, 
from the rank of manager and up, would have to report to the former 
National Assembly building, with all their old identity papers, for fur- 
ther instructions. Giu and other officials like him did not give the 
announcement a second thought. Once they got this formality over with, 
they expected to resume their life as normal. Giu hitched a ride back to 
Saigon with the officers who had brought him down to Ha Tien. At the 
meeting, Giu took his seat among former Saigon officials crowding the 
old assembly chambers. A cadre strode to the podium and explained the 
policies of the new government, but there were no denunciations, no 
punitive policies announced. In that month of May, Saigon was in a fes- 
tive mood, with one major celebration after another. First came May 
Day, then Ho Chi Minh’s birthday, then the celebration of the commu- 
nist final victory. In that holiday atmosphere, it hardly seemed to any- 
one that anything sinister was waiting to happen. A few weeks later, in 
the middle of June, the government-controlled radio and newspapers 
announced. that former Saigon civilian and military officials should pre- 
sent themselves once more at a number of high schools, this time for 
what was called re-education. 

It was, in fact, a massive internment program, designed to isolate for- 
mer Saigon officials so that they could not mount any organized resis- 
tance, serve as lightning rods around which other malcontents could coa- 
lesce, or—most important of all—go to work for the CIA. At the begin- 
ning, the incarceration also had another purpose: to indoctrinate them 
and convert them into supporters of the new regime. Each official was 
told to bring along a blanket, mosquito net, and sufficient money to last 
for a month. The phrase “one month” fooled people, as it was meant to. 
Everyone said to himself, “Well, this means I’m going to be gone only 
four weeks. That’s not such a long time. I'll be back before I know it.” 
Reassured (but also afraid of getting arrested for not showing up), near- 
ly everyone reported as summoned. Later, when they protested and 
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demanded to go home after four weeks, the cadres replied, “Who told 
you that you'll only be gone a month? We said only that you should 
bring along money for four weeks, because we thought we might not get 
organized quickly enough at the beginning to feed you adequately.” 

When Giu arrived at the Trung Vuong high school, he recognized 
many of those standing in line, including some former bank presidents, 
deputy cabinet ministers, and ministers. They seemed surprised to see 
each other, and greeted one another by asking, “What? You're still here? 
You didn’t flee?” Late in the afternoon, a cadre appeared and told them 
to go home. People were disappointed. They had hoped to get the for- 
mality over with—to wipe their slates clean——so they could put their 
past behind them and begin their life anew. They were also scared that, 
if they went back to their houses, the police might think that they had 
dodged the order and put them in jail. The former manager of the 
Industrial Development Bank desperately pleaded with the cadre, “I had 
a very important job in the puppet government. You must take me for re- 
education.” The cadre said, “Oh yeah, tell me how important you were. 
How many people did you oppress?” Trying to impress, the man said, “I 
oppressed one thousand people.” But the cadres sent them all home. 

The next day, newspapers announced that former officials had to pre- 
sent themselves at another high school. Again, they all trooped to the 
new site. The treatment was formal and polite throughout the proceed- 
ing. No one searched their bags or confiscated what they had brought 
along. No one insulted them. After lining up to give their names, dates 
of birth, and the offices where they had worked to cadres sitting at a 
couple of desks, they were ushered into different rooms. Lunch and din- 
ner were catered by some of the best known restaurants in town, and 
served on tables set with porcelain plates. While the guards outside sat 
down in the dirt to eat their small ration of poor quality rice, the for- 
mer Saigon officials inside sat down to meals of fluffy white rice and 
chicken stir-fried with cabbage. That night, the cadres came in to check 
on them, as solicitous as the proprietors of a hotel. They said, “Please 
push the tables aside to make room for your reed mats. Do you think you 
can go to sleep like this, right on the floor? Do you think you'll feel cold 
in the night? Have you gotten enough mats and mosquito nets?” All the 
former officials felt their tension evaporate. Not only had there been no 
bloodbath, but here they were, being handled with care and respect. 
Re-education seemed to be a breeze. 

The next morning, a cadre came in with a piece of paper. He said, 
“Tm going to read out some names. If you hear yours, come up here and 
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stand to my right.” Giu heard the names of some people he knew, like 
the official claiming he had oppressed a thousand people. Then the cadre 
said, “Those whose names I’ve read, please come into this room. The rest 
can go back to your places.” A while later, a truck showed up to take 
the others away. Then came an announcement, “You can all go home 
now.” Those who were spared protested, saying that their neighbor- 
hood police would think that they had evaded education, so the cadre 
said, “All right, I'll give each of you a document that you can show to 
the police.” Giu took the piece of paper and went home. My brother 
decided to return to work. The job gave him a measure of protection: 
Because he was accountable to an official organization that assumed 
responsibility for his actions, the local police had left him alone, instead 
of harassing him, as they did other former officials without an office to 
vouch for them. A couple of weeks later, however, as another wave of 
re-education was launched, Giu and seven other holdovers from the old 
regime at the cement works were told to report for indoctrination. 
Again, they gathered at a high school. At 10:00 p.m. a truck came to 
pick them up. It took them and another group of internees to a camp 
located in a former orphanage near Saigon. There, the driver handed 
them over to the camp authorities. No formal list changed hands; the 
driver just told the cadre how many he had brought. The cadre counted 
them one by one as they filed in, and then the truck took off. It was July 
18, 1975, less than three months after the fall of Saigon. 

The camp housed over 2000 internees, all but a handful of whom 
were men. The next morning, Giu saw several relatives who had been 
brought here, including Phung, my sister Phu’s husband. For Giu, life at 
the camp was bearable at first. The government tried to live up to its 
claim that the detainees were here not for imprisonment but for politi- 
cal education, so the treatment was not as severe as Giu had feared. For 
about a year, my brother continued to get paid for a job he no longer 
held at the cement works, and like the other internees, he got a stipend 
to spend as he pleased at a canteen run by an enterprising Chinese. The 
shop also sold eggs, condensed milk, coffee, ramen noodles, and pens. In 
an ironic twist, for former officials who had not held jobs under the new 
government as Giu had, living in the camp was actually less stressful 
than living outside, because here they escaped the constant harassment 
of their local police and cadres. For the first month, they had to attend 
an indoctrination class every day, but they did not have to do any 
demanding manual work. Occasionally they were given a batch of news- 
papers, which they had to read and comment on. Other than that, their 
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leisure time was their own. Some played chess or dominoes. Some made 
pictures, combs, hair pins, or toys to send home to their wives and chil- 
dren, using bits of wood and aluminum they salvaged around the camp. 
Some read books they borrowed from the camp library, which was 
stocked only with publications about the revolution. With several rel- 
atives among the inmates, my brother did not feel too lonely or 
depressed. As a precaution, they visited each other only once in a while, 
and hid the fact that they were related—pretending to be casual 
acquaintances—afraid that the cadres would start questioning them sep- 
arately about each other and uncover things about their families that 
they had not revealed. Giu found the son and son-in-law of a cousin, 
who did not bear the last name Duong and who were young enough and 
removed enough not to know a great deal about him, and spent a lot of 
time in their company. After supper, they would sometimes take long 
walks along the dirt roads that meandered through the camp. Once safe- 
ly out of earshot, they would curse the communists and try to outdo each 
other in hurling insults at their tormentors. 

The camp, located on a hill, was spartan but clean. It had no running 
water, only wells equipped with electric pumps, courtesy of American 
aid. Wide, well-maintained dirt roads ran between its structures and 
along its perimeter. The camp had several buildings, each supervised by 
a cadre. The internees in each building were divided into cells, with ten 
cells forming a company. Each cell had a leader and a secretary, detainees 
who had been picked out by the cadre to coordinate activities and pres- 
sure the other inmates into obeying orders. The food was basic: soup and 
rice. Lunch and dinner were provided by the same Chinese businessman, 
free of charge. At mealtimes, a cell would send two internees down to 
get its ration. If they wanted to, the detainees could buy extra food and 
breakfast at the canteen. There were no beds; the internees had each 
brought a mosquito net and a reed mat. At night they spread out their 
mats on the floor, strung up their mosquito nets, and slept with their 
bags of worldly goods next to their heads. 

Conditions were primitive but at least control was lax. Regulations 
did not allow the internees to run loose between buildings and between 
rooms, but at night, after roll call, they would go back and forth to visit 
people they knew. As long as they returned to their rooms by nine 
o'clock and got under their mosquito nets on time, the cadres turned a 
blind eye. At the beginning, the detainees were not forced to do manu- 
al work. The cadres encouraged each cell to grow vegetables for extra 
food. Some of the internees had brought along seeds, such as cabbage, 
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bok choy, spinach, and squash. These were the more farsighted ones. 
They suspected that once in the camp they might never get out, and they 
knew that one day they would run out of the food and money they had 
brought along and would have to find a way to supplement their prison 
diet. They immediately started to dig and hoe, and soon they had neat 
rows of produce growing, along with the sweet potatoes that had been 
planted by the orphans who used to live there. 

Giu had no vegetable seeds and very little money. Naively believing 
that he was going to be gone only a month, he had not packed anything 
of value in his small bag. His colleagues from the cement works were 
more clever; they had brought with them valuables like watches and 
gold jewelry, which they would sell to the Chinese merchant for extra 
cash when they needed to. One group made up of ex-ministers and 
deputy ministers came with a lot of cash and valuables and lived like 
kings. They despised the food provided by the camp and ate most of 
their meals at the canteen, treating themselves to hot rice and egg noo- 
dle soups. With scraps of lumber they found lying around, they made a 
table and some chairs. In the morning, they would gather around the 
table, smoke the expensive filter cigarettes they bought from the 
Chinese, and drink fresh-brewed coffee flavored with condensed milk. 
In the spartan camp, they still looked like the men of means they had 
once been. 

Life in Giu’s camp was not as brutal as that in the Soviet gulags or 
Chinese communist prisons, or even other camps tucked in isolated or 
primitive areas in Vietnam. Giu's location near Saigon ensured better 
treatment, because if the conditions had been outrageous, word might 
leak out to the international community and bring condemnation on the 
new government. But even so, living conditions here—in what could be 
called the best camp of them all—bordered on the intolerable. Food 
was deficient and medical care was minimal. The prisoners were not 
beaten or tortured, but that did not lessen the mental anguish they suf- 
fered. The internees had been gathered up and dumped here by pure gov- 
ernment fiat, not for any specific crimes, but simply because they had 
worked for the former Saigon regime. None of them had gone through a 
trial, and so had not had the chance—or the satisfaction—of defending 
themselves in court. Sentences were not passed until a year later, in 
August 1976, so at the beginning, the detainees had no idea how long 
they would have to languish in the camp. 

Many thought they would rot there. Some became despondent. One 
inmate killed himself by swallowing Mercurochrome. Another went 
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into a deep depression. Seeing that he had stopped eating and was 
becoming emaciated, Giu tried to bring him out of his despair. He said, 
“Don’t punish yourself. ‘There’s nothing you can do but wait this out. 
You must cheer up and keep your health—if you don’t, you'll become a 
terrible burden to your family when you get out.” The young man lis- 
tened to my brother and got well again. He left two years before Giu 
did. Giu was telling himself the same things. After the first four weeks, 
Giu realized that he would be interned for a long time, but he nurtured 
the hope that he would get out eventually, and was determined to sur- 
vive no matter how long his imprisonment lasted. During the years he 
spent in prison, my brother never allowed himself completely to lose his 
spirit and hope or let himself go to seed. Other prisoners also bore up 
well under the strain; Giu heard of only four deaths among the political 
inmates—one from suicide, one from falling off a roof he was repairing, 
and two from disease. 

It was the sense of uncertainty that kept the internees on edge. 
Isolation added to their burden: They worried constantly about how 
their families were getting along outside in the vastly changed landscape 
of the south and felt guilty for having deserted them. Looking into the 
future, they saw little to cheer them up. Even if they could get out, they 
knew that they could never resume the lives and careers they had 
enjoyed before, because the communists would never trust them. Their 
education and training would simply be wasted. Those with children 
still in Vietnam feared for their futures as well, knowing that they 
would be tainted by association. Giu, at least, had learned through rel- 
atives in Saigon that his wife and children had made it to Paris and were 
doing fine, and he could feel reassured about their welfare. 

The absence of brutality did not mean that the prisoners were not liv- 
ing in fear. They had to watch what they said and did, to avoid missteps 
that would prolong their stay or land them in a real jail, where condi- 
tions would be much worse. The cadres might look the other way when 
it came to violations of camp regulations, but they would crack down 
hard on anything they considered political opposition. An inadvertent 
comment would be enough to cause trouble. Informers—called “anten- 
nas’—recruited from among the internees with the promise of early 
release, kept their eyes and ears peeled for any signs of resistance, no 
matter how small. One man was reported to the cadres for joking, “Td 
rather flee to Guam, die, and be a ghost there, than stay here and be a 
citizen of Vietnam.” After sentences were pronounced for all prisoners 
in June 1976, this man was detained for several more years beyond his 
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original term. A cousin of my father’s got into trouble when an antenna 
overheard him and a group of older friends, in an idle conversation, mak- 
ing fun of a Soviet marshal who had been featured in a newspaper arti- 
cle. Some time later, with no warning, a truck suddenly showed up to 
take them to the infamous Chi Hoa prison. Giu learned to keep his 
thoughts to himself and be constantly on his guard. 

The political intimidation carried over into the daily indoctrination 
sessions. Each morning, the internees lined up and marched to the audi- 
torium, where they took their places on benches made of planks and tree 
stumps. The lecturing cadre launched into one of the nine re-education 
topics, condemning the crimes of the former Saigon regime and its 
American backers and praising the patriotic achievements of the revolu- 
tion, which was held up as the proud heir to Vietnam’s tradition of dri- 
ving out foreign aggressors. If the subject was complex, a lecture could 
take two to three days. The “students” were expected to take notes. 

When they finished a topic, the cadres assigned questions for the 
cells to discuss. They might ask, “Why do we believe that the American 
imperialists were the aggressors?” or “The American imperialists failed 
miserably in Vietnam. What do you think were the main reasons why 
they lost their war of aggression?” An inmate, designated as the cell sec- 
retary, took careful notes of who said what during the discussion, or 
who held back and said nothing, and then handed in the report to the 
cadre. If the cadre felt unhappy with any internee’s answers or lack of 
participation, he would call him into the office and question him 
sharply. After the discussion, each internee had to write a report sum- 
marizing what he had heard in the lecture. 

One purpose of the cell discussions and the reports was to force the 
inmates to reveal their counterrevolutionary thoughts and deeds. When 
the cadres posed the question, “The puppet regime committed many 
crimes against the people and had many blood debts. What crimes did 
you yourself commit?” everyone had to confess to something because, in 
the eyes of the government, every official was complicit in the criminal 
activities of the former regime. No one was allowed to evade this exer- 
cise, since confession was prelude to conversion. The communists 
believed that once these officials recognized that what they had thought 
and done in the past was wrong, they would become open to the new 
dogma. Then the officials would make peace with the new system and 
would no longer pose a threat to the political order. 

My brother had not personally done anything that could be called a 


crime. True, he had given moral support to the troops who protected his 


443 = the hours of gold and jade 


cement works, giving presents to the wounded and money to the sol- 
diers’ widows and orphans. This was hardly a felony, but he had to pay 
lip service to this exercise and find a criminal angle to his activities. So 
he said that he had encouraged the troops to fight against the revolution, 
and that he had produced cement that was used to build concrete 
bunkers for the Saigon army. He knew that confessing to these minor 
crimes would satisfy the cadres’ requirement without giving the author- 
ities cause to punish him even more severely. 

At the end of the series of lectures, Giu, like all the other prisoners, 
had to submit a personal report, giving details about himself and his rel- 
atives, including grandparents, aunts, and uncles. Giu kept his report to 
a few pages, giving as little information as he thought he could get away 
with about his past and about relatives who might be liabilities, and 
made a copy—in case he was asked to repeat the exercise. Others sub- 
mitted reports that were thirty to forty pages long, and did not keep 
copies. Sure enough, the prisoners were told to submit a second report. 
Using his copy, Giu gave the same information, but changed it just 
enough to make it look like the report had been rewritten afresh. This 
way, he managed to avoid trouble. 

The majority of the detainees were too afraid to protest against the 
force-feeding of ideology, giving the cadres the impression that their 
charges were receptive to the indoctrination, but this was far from the 
truth. Giu always listened and retained enough to write reports and 
answer questions, but he had too critical a mind—honed from years of 
studying and living in France—to accept the cadres’ simplistic lectures, 
overblown claims about the achievements of the communists, or insis- 
tence on painting everything in black and white. He knew that the 
Americans were not always bad, that the Saigon regime was not always 
cowardly and venal, and that the communists were not always noble. 
Like his fellow prisoners, Giu could parrot “marching with resolve and 
speed toward socialism,” but he did this only to stay out of trouble. 
While Thang, who believed in socialism as if it were religious dogma, 
studied its ideology with immense interest and accepted what she heard 
on faith, Giu closed his mind to whatever the communists said out of 
hatred for what they were doing to him, to the point of refusing to give 
them credit where credit might be due. 

At the end of the series of lectures, the cadres declared that the 
detainees had completed their education, and the indoctrination 
stopped. The internees had nothing to occupy themselves, so they spent 
their leisure time reading, making handicrafts, working in their 
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vegetable patches, or sleeping. The indoctrination failed to convert Giu 
and his fellow detainees. In fact, the prolonged incarceration would turn 
them into implacable foes. At the end of the war, people like my broth- 
er had been willing to forgive and forget, but after months and years of 
increasingly harsh imprisonment, they came to hate their jailers with a 
passion. Their anger and resentment would be shared by their relatives, 
swelling the ranks of those who bitterly opposed the communist regime. 

By not following through with their initial policy of reconciliation, the 
communists missed a great chance for ending the divisions of the war and 
for harnessing the energy and talent of educated people to rebuild the 
country. 

Over the first twelve months, about one-fourth of the camp’s 
inmates, including my brother-in-law Phung, whose former government 
job was considered not important enough to warrant longer incarcera- 
tion, were released in several batches. These discharges were designed 
to defuse the anger of the prisoners’ families. If, as one conservative esti- 
mate has it, some 100,000 persons were incarcerated for a long time 
(and thousands more for a shorter period), this meant that when families 
and friends of those detained were included, the re-education process 
victimized at least one million people. In many cities, protest sprung up, 
demanding that the former officials be allowed to go home. By freeing 
some detainees, the communists were also trying to placate internation- 
al critics, who were condemning them for holding so many political 
prisoners without trial. These releases raised the hope of the internees, 
who thought that if they just played the game and pretended to go 
along, they too would soon be set free. Some of those who got out were 
released for not purely political reasons. Rumors were rife that they had 
actually bribed their way out. My brother heard that the former bank 
manager who claimed that he had “oppressed a thousand people” got out 
by offering a Vespa scooter to one of the cadres. Among those let go 
were Giu's seven colleagues from the cement works, whose wives had 
found go-betweens who managed to grease the right palms. Looking 
back, Giu thinks that he, too, could have cut short his own internment 
with a few bribes. 

About a year after Giu entered the camp, life there abruptly 
changed. Following national reunification in June 1976, the communists 
did away with the temporary government that had run the South since 
victory, replacing it with one central government based in Hanoi. The 
lenient attitude toward the detainees, favored by the native southerners, 
was replaced with a harsher policy, and the former Saigon officials were 
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now officially sentenced to long jail terms. One day in August, the 
cadres summoned the internees to the auditorium to hear the resolution 
passed by the new National Assembly, the first one to be elected in a 
country-wide vote. This resolution, designed to put a veneer of legality 
on the internment program, said that those who had been sentenced 
would spend three years in re-education counting from the day they 
entered the camp, but that if they made good progress, they could be 
released sooner. 

The cadres read the names of those who had been sentenced. Of the 
1700 prisoners left in the camp, only 200, including my brother, did not 
hear their names in the roll call. A cadre later told Giu, “Yours and the 
cases of the others like you will be dealt with in a couple of months.” 
Although Giu was never told how long he would be incarcerated, he 
did not care: To him, sentences were meaningless in a system where the 
communists could detain people like him as long as they pleased with- 
out regard to any laws. After prison terms were announced, members of 
the secret police arrived from the North to run the camp, replacing the 
previous administrators. Afraid that the political detainees who had 
been condemned to long jail stays might try to escape, the new cadres 
took several precautions. They moved these prisoners to one side of the 
camp and surrounded their buildings with chest-high concertina wire. 
Every evening, they lined them up and counted them as they filed back 
into their rooms. Roaming after dinner was forbidden. The regimen got 
harsher, and the Chinese merchant was told to close down his shop and 
leave. Early each morning, the prisoners had to line up and then march, 
shovels in hands, to do demanding manual work. My brother and the 
rest of the detainees were herded to the opposite side of the camp and 
prohibited from communicating with the other group. For the first 
time, Giu felt really alone. All his relatives, former military officers, had 
been sentenced. He was now completely cut off from them. Giu's group, 
however, was more leniently treated than the one under sentence. He 
could still move about freely in his part of the camp, and although he 
also had to do manual work, it was less strenuous. 

At the end of August 1976, in another conciliatory gesture, the com- 
munists allowed relatives to visit the prisoners for the first time since 
they were interned. The camp was in a holiday mood. Cars streamed in 
from the direction of Saigon, carrying well-dressed visitors for an emo- 
tional and joyful reunion. An uncle of Giu’s wife came with my sister 
Yen and about ten other relatives, bringing money and food. But the 
cheerful atmosphere was short-lived. One night, the sound of trucks 
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woke Giu up. He heard footsteps and loud voices. The next morning, he 
learned that the trucks had come to pick up the sentenced prisoners and 
transfer them to camps in the North, where they would be even more 
isolated and subjected to more intolerable conditions. For about a 
month, these trucks came and went, until all the detainees on the other 
side of the camp were gone. 

Giu expected his turn to come soon. One day, the cadres told him to 
pack up for transfer, but when the trucks were loaded, his name was not 
on the list. That was as close as my brother would come to going to the 
North. In the end, about 150 political prisoners would remain in the 
camp. Giu does not know why he was left behind. Possibly the cadres 
in Hanoi who engineered the prisoner moves might have been over- 
whelmed by the sheer number of cases and might have overlooked his 
file. He remembers that when the cadres called out names for transfer 
the first time, they mentioned three of the four detainees who had died, 
suggesting that the Interior Ministry in Hanoi could not keep track of all 
the prisoners. Then again, they may have picked names in a deliberately 
arbitrary manner to keep prisoners on edge, unsure of whether or when 
they would be transferred. This could explain why my brother and 
other high-ranking officials were spared while our cousin and the two 
nephews, who had merely served as army doctors, were sent north. 
Perhaps the communists were keeping cases they viewed as less severe, 
like my brother’s, in the South for release so that they could display 
their clemency. Or perhaps the cadres decided to be lenient because Giu 
had many relatives who had toiled for the revolution for decades. 

With most of the detainees gone, the communists moved drug 
addicts and women accused of various crimes into the camp, raising the 
population to over 5000. Giu and the political prisoners were nervous 
about living with such hard cases, but the cadres kept the addicts and 
criminals separate, behind barbed wire. They moved my brother and the 
other political detainees to the kitchen area and assigned them to help 
the staff cook for the whole camp. This turned out to be better for Giu 
and his colleagues. They slept on plank beds rather than on the floor. 
Being close to the source of food, they got more to eat. The atmosphere 
in the kitchen area was pleasant. The cadre in charge, a northerner with 
a middle-school education, was kind and treated Giu and the other 
political prisoners with respect. 

For my brother, working in the kitchen was a far cry from running 
one of the country’s largest industrial complexes and making billions of 
piasters in profit. But he tried not to mourn his former life or his loss of 
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status. The past was the past, he told himself. Now he learned how to 
crush garlic, wash and chop hundreds of pounds of vegetables daily, 
make stir fries, and cook rice. One of his duties was raising chickens and 
pigs, and he became an expert at bathing the pigs, cooking their rice 
bran, and feeding them. He took pleasure in watching the chickens mul- 
tiply and the pigs grow fat. 

In 1979, Giu had been in jail for over three years. He had not been 
living, he felt, only surviving. The prolongation of his imprisonment 
without any official explanation did not surprise him, as he had become 
convinced of communist treachery. He resigned himself, suppressing his 
frustration and his anger, to avoid putting himself under more stress. 
Around him, many of his fellow political prisoners were still clinging to 
the hope that soon the United States would force the communists to 
take them to Vung Tau to board ships bound for America, where they 
would be given a house, a car, lots of money, and free education for their 
children. Their fantasy about freedom and a life of plenty in the United 
States grew as the atmosphere in the camp became harsher with the 
arrival of the addicts and criminals, and as they began to lose many of 
the small liberties they had enjoyed. The only thing that cheered my 
brother up was knowing that his wife and children, who had moved to 
America in August 1976, were doing well there. 

One night in March, Giu and his colleagues were told to pack up. At 
eight o'clock, they were handcuffed, loaded on trucks, and taken to a 
camp in Xuyen Moc. With his wrist tied to that of another political 
prisoner, Giu thought the communists were treating him like a common 
criminal, and this violation of his dignity angered him. After he sim- 
mered down, he began worrying about what it would be like for him in 
Xuyen Moc. This new camp was located in the middle of a forest at the 
base of a hill covered with dense and thorny plants, making its floor 
impenetrable. As my brother had feared, conditions in this prison— 
which it clearly was, as it held common criminals as well as political 
detainees—were grim, and life was strictly regimented. In the morning, 
following calisthenics, the prisoners lined up and marched to a forest 
clearing to dig and hoe for four hours, tending sweet potatoes and corn 
under the watchful eyes of the armed guards. After lunch and a brief fif- 
teen-minute rest, they returned for another four hours of work. When it 
rained, the work site turned into a muddy swamp. The cadres called this 
daily stint the “eight precious hours of gold and jade,” hewing to the 
communist dogma that manual work was glorious. At each meal, Giu 
got one bowl of rice and salted boiled vegetables, but prisoners could 


add to this diet with supplies they got from relatives. Each night, 
between supper and bedtime, he and about four friends would steam 
rice and fry sausage or stew dry shrimp, using tin cans they set over three 
bricks. At nine o'clock, they had to get into bed, and a police officer 
locked the door to the building for the night. 

It was easy to hate the guards and the cadres. Yet at times Giu could 
not help but feel sorry for his jailers. Most of them lived under condi- 
tions little better than the prisoners. With all the food they got from 
home, my brother and his friends actually had a better diet than the 
cadres and guards, mostly peasants whose families in the North could 
not afford to send them anything. They were so poor that it was easy for 
the prisoners to bribe them: A bag of cheap candies from Saigon and a 
cup of hot tea would be enough to induce them to relax the rules a lit- 
tle. A guard approached my brother and a group of his friends one day 
and whispered, “Can you spare an envelope and a stamp for me? I'd like 
to write to my mother. I haven’t sent her a letter since I got here.” Then 
he confided, “My situation’s not that much different from yours. In the 
North, I was taken to a train station I'd never heard of, and after that I 
was put on a bus which took me here. I’ve been in this camp for a year, 
and all I know is this corner of the jungle. I haven’t been anywhere else.” 
Like the prisoners, the jailers had been dumped here and forgotten. 
Unlike their charges, the cadres’ and guards’ day did not end with sup- 
per but with an evening meeting to review their performance and their 
attitude. This was an acrimonious bout of accusations and criticisms, 
rather than a friendly get-together. The jailers, too, had to guard their 
words and their actions, and it seemed to my brother that they were as 
much victims of the government as he was. 

Although life in the camp was bleak, the prison authorities 
restrained from physical and verbal abuse, in compliance with the re- 
education policy that the government had proclaimed. Conditions in 
other camps, according to former prisoners, were a lot worse. The 
internees have described beatings, rampant malnutrition, and denial of 
medical care that left them broken physically and psychologically. Yet 
even without torture or starvation, Giu saw the loss of freedom and the 
anxieties of prison life take a severe toll on his fellow prisoners. Some of 
the detainees fell into deep depression. Others were so consumed with 
worries about their wives and children that they were in a constant 
state of anxiety. Some could not sleep for months. One man Giu knew 
did everything he could to tire himself out so he could get some sleep. 
He worked like a dog every day, digging and hoeing, planting sweet 
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potatoes, lugging buckets of water from the stream to irrigate the 
plants—but nothing worked. A few, stressed beyond endurance, suf- 
fered strokes that left them partially paralyzed. Even though my broth- 
er knew his wife and children were safe in America, he wondered 
whether he would ever be able to see them and share a life with them. 
He was depressed by the feeling that his children were growing up far 
away, probably turning into strangers. Yet he fought to keep his spirits 
high and his hopes alive. 

One morning, about two months after my brother arrived in the 
camp, he and eleven other prisoners in his building were pulled out of 
the morning lineup. The cadre gave them fifteen minutes to pack up. 
Then he told them to follow him. They thought that perhaps they were 
going to be taken to a harsher camp; instead, they were led into an office 
to complete paperwork for their release. The cadres in the office gave 
each prisoner a form to sign, pledging to obey the laws set down by the 
state and the Party once they returned home, as well as the rules and reg- 
ulations in their neighborhood, and then told them to line up to obtain 
their discharge papers. The formalities seemed interminable to Giu, 
who felt like he was on pins and needles, afraid that the cadres might 
change their minds. 

Finally, Giu and the other prisoners were loaded onto a truck with 
a canvas top. There were no seats, and the seventy or so detainees had 
to stand on their feet for the entire ride. Squeezed in like sardines, they 
could hardly breathe. But my brother, squashed in the middle, did not 
care. Through the openings of the metal frame holding up the top, he 
could see the red laterite road leading out of the camp. Yard by yard, he 
was finally leaving prison life behind, after almost four years. As the 
truck emerged out of the forest and rolled onto the asphalt highway, his 
heart raced with excitement, but also with the fear that something 
would happen that would take him back. Maybe the truck would break 
down and he would have to turn around and head back to camp. Maybe 
the communists would change their minds and rescind the release. 
Maybe they were not really freeing him but moving him to another 
prison. As Giu reminded himself, they were capable of going back on 
their word. 

The others on the truck evidently shared his fears. After about an 
hour and a half, when the truck got to an intersection near Saigon, some 
of them pleaded with the driver to let them off. They were close enough 
to home, and preferred to go the rest of the way on their own, rather 
than stay on the truck and face the possibility that it might take them to 
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another camp. Giu decided to stay put. Finally, at around 10 p.m., the 
truck stopped at a traffic light near his house, and he got off. He practi- 
cally ran home. His sister-in-law, who had moved into his house with 
her family, almost had a heart attack when she opened the door and saw 
him. The first thing he did was to wash his hair, take a bath, get rid of 
his prison outfit, and put on some old clothes. ‘Then he went to bed. But 
he could not sleep. The foam mattress felt strange—too soft, too com- 
fortable, unlike the lumpy logs he had gotten used to. Also, the excite- 
ment of being home pumped him up and kept him wide awake the 
whole night. 

But he was not really free. As his discharge document stated, for the 
first month he was put under the supervision of the local police, who 
were supposed to continue his “re-education.” They kept close tabs on 
his whereabouts. They gave him a log, and each day he had to jot down 
where he went and what he did. At the end of every week, he had to 
submit this record for their review and signature. Every evening, a 
policeman would plant himself at his house and wait until he returned 
to question him about what he had been up to that day. My brother sus- 
pected that the policeman was taking advantage of his vulnerable situa- 
tion to harass him and extort money, but he was afraid to offer a bribe. 
Not every policeman and cadre was corruptible, and not every harass- 
ment a prelude to a bribe, so if he guessed wrong, he could be arrested 
and charged with “attempting to corrupt cadres,” as had happened to 
some people in Saigon who tried to buy favors. He needed a go-between 
to approach the police on his behalf, but he did not know who to ask. 
Giu also faced the possibility of being expelled from Saigon and sent to 
a New Economic Zone. His stay in the city was contingent upon the 
approval of the authorities. A month after he returned home, he had to 
apply for an extension. If it was denied, he would have to leave. When 
the deadline drew near, he nervously went to the city office and sub- 
mitted an application. He immediately ran into problems. The cadre 
who took his document said that Giu’s file was not in order and made 
him redo his application. Then the next time, he said that Giu needed 
additional documents. Again, Giu wondered whether a bribe would get 
things moving, but did not dare to offer any money. At that time the 
authorities were trying to push as many people out of Saigon as possible 
to reduce the population, which had swollen during the war, to a level 
that would not tax the city’s infrastructure. Anyone who was unem- 
ployed had to leave. The only way for Giu to secure a permanent stay in 
Saigon—and end the regular treks to the city office to get an exten- 
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sion—was to find a job. But for a former political prisoner, trying to 
find work in a depressed economy was close to impossible. Fortunately 
for my brother, he was able to find a job that required education and 
language ability in the translation section of the Culture Ministry. He 
joined a large staff that included many former political prisoners and a 
number of cadres who had studied in the Eastern bloc. Their job was to 
translate into Vietnamese technical manuals for machinery that had come 
from the United States and other countries. The job was a godsend. It 
allowed my brother to stay in the city permanently and to obtain the 
coveted residency card. 

Things turned out well for Giu in the translation office. His salary 
was modest, but he was surviving better than many people. He received 
a bonus for performance every month, and he earned more by moon- 
lighting as the director of an evening foreign language school that he and 
a group of ex-prisoners had started. To their surprise, it became a roar- 
ing success. The English classes were by far the most popular: Entire 
families would show up for classes together, from small children to 
grandparents. These students, it turned out, were would-be escapees 
who wanted to have the rudiments of English under their belts before 
they made their journey—they hoped—to America. 

Yet the satisfaction of doing constructive tasks, instead of languish- 
ing in prison, did not cheer my brother up. In fact, he got more 
depressed. He had migraine attacks every day. More and more, he 
thought of fleeing the country, not only to rejoin his family, but also to 
get away from the communists. He saw no future for himself in Vietnam, 
and he did not want to continue working for a regime he hated. So, in 
1980, he decided to leave. Giu’s timing was bad; the government had 
started to crack down. For a while, under pressure from China, it had 
allowed overseas Chinese to leave unofficially. Hundreds of thousands 
would jump at the chance and would eventually resettle in the United 
States. In Saigon, traffickers in refugees—Chinese living in Cholon— 
sprang up to organize these trips at exorbitant fees. With the govern- 
ment turning the other way, the flow of escapees turned into a flood. 
Vietnamese who could get in with the organizers would masquerade as 
overseas Chinese and leave. 

At the same time, thousands of small, leaky boats were also taking 
to the sea, carrying Vietnamese anxious to escape communist rule and 
the dire economic situation. No one knows how many died of exposure 
or drowning when their rickety boats capsized or were attacked by Thai 
pirates, but the number of refugees who ended up as food in the bellies 


452 == the hours of gold and jade 


of fish—as the Vietnamese put it—must have reached tens of thousands. 
Refugee camps from Thailand to Indonesia had been receiving the boat 
people, but the ceaseless flow swelled and overtaxed the camps, creat- 
ing a crisis. Some countries like Thailand, Singapore, and Malaysia 
started to push the new arrivals back out to sea. The tidal wave of 
refugees and the tragic casualties prompted a chorus of international 
protest. Under pressure, the Vietnamese government ended the unoffi- 
cially sanctioned departures and passed a law prohibiting people from 
fleeing the country. Those that were caught would be jailed for one to 
three years, and traffickers could get five-year prison terms. Former 
political prisoners who tried to flee and got caught would face a mini- 
mum sentence of three years in jail. 

The law did not staunch the flow, though it slowed it down. With 
such a heavy demand for their services, and with profits remaining high, 
traffickers continued to stay in business. But without the unofficial gov- 
ernment blessing, the departures had become much more dangerous. It 
was precisely at this point that my brother, feeling he could wait no 
longer, decided to leave. Mrs. An, his wife Nguyet’s former business 
partner, made the necessary arrangements for him and gave him the gold 
he needed to secure passage on a boat. This sixty-two-year-old, very 
religious and kind lady, who had been like an aunt to Nguyet, felt she 
owed it to my brother. Nguyet not only had sunk a great deal of money 
in her business to make it a success but also had done her family many 
favors while she was living in Saigon. Through the family of an acquain- 
tance who had made it to America, Mrs. An found a smuggling organi- 
zation. The cloak-and-dagger operation would have made the CIA 
proud. Many people had been cheated by unscrupulous traffickers who 
took their advance payment without getting them out of the country, so 
now the accepted method was for the refugee’s family to hand over the 
gold only after their relative reached safety. Giu worked out an arrange- 
ment with Mrs. An. Once out, he would send back a note under an 
assumed name giving her a coded message; this would be the signal for 
her to pay. With the price of passage and the promise of payment agreed 
upon, Giu received instructions on what to do on the appointed day. 

At five o'clock one morning, he left the house and headed to the bus 
station designated by a man acting as his contact with the smugglers. He 
carried no baggage and no identification papers, just some cash to pay 
for expenses during the trip. He did not know the identity of his con- 
tact, nor did he know his itinerary. If he got caught, he would not be 
able to divulge any information to the police. Instead of going straight 


to the embarkation point for the ocean voyage, the smugglers would take 
him there in a roundabout way, with several stops at safe houses. For 
each leg of the trip, a different guide would take over. All through the 
journey, absolute secrecy would have to be maintained, to avoid alerting 
the police and the militia, and also any locals who might join in unin- 
vited. Often, these gate-crashers would make the trip even more per- 
ilous: stretching water and food supplies, and loading down the flimsy 
vessel so that it barely could stay afloat. 

The bus station was full of policemen, some working under cover, 
and informers, because it was the departure point for escape routes along 
the sea, especially toward Ca Mau at the tip of the country. Following 
his instructions, Giu went to a shabby cafe and waited nervously for 
someone to contact him. He knew he stood out among the traders, peas- 
ants, and workers who thronged the station. He had put on some simple 
clothes and had removed his glasses, but he was sure that anyone who 
saw him could tell right away that he was a former Saigon official try- 
ing to flee the country. A man suddenly appeared and greeted him like 
they were old friends. He told Giu to wait while he went to get bus 
tickets. He came back dejected and said that the bus they were supposed 
to take was sold out. Before leaving, he whispered to my brother that a 
woman wearing a flowery blouse and a plaid scarf wound around her 
head would come by. When he saw her, Giu should try to follow her 
at a distance and do everything that she did. After a while, the woman 
showed up. But Giu lost her among the huge crowd. Feeling more and 
more nervous about the whole situation, he gave up and went back to 
Mrs. An’s house, where he had been staying to prepare for the trip. A 
few days later, he decided to try once more. Again, he contacted a traf- 
ficker to make arrangements. 

This time, he managed to get on a bus. As it pulled away, he heaved 
a sigh of relief, but this was only the first of many hurdles. At every 
checkpoint along the way, the bus had to stop. Policemen boarded it to 
inspect the traders and their merchandise and collect taxes, as circula- 
tion of goods outside state channels had been allowed to resume. Giu 
waited nervously while the police moved among the passengers, afraid 
that they might guess that he was a would-be escapee and nab him. He 
sat still, trying not to fidget and attract attention, and looked away. 

At eight o'clock that night, the bus arrived in Ca Mau. Giu had been 
traveling for fourteen hours without food. The snacks offered by vendors 
at the various stops had looked so unsanitary that he decided not to eat 
and run the risk of getting an upset stomach, or even worse, diarrhea, 


dysentery, or food poisoning. There were about six escapees scattered 
among the bus passengers. At the station, a man appeared and told them 
to follow him. They walked as fast as they could in the dark. Without 
his glasses, Giu stumbled after the others. Then they broke up into two 
groups. Giu and two other escapees were taken to the house of the 
smuggling ringleader. It was gloomy inside, and my brother had trouble 
making out anything. The leader—a woman—looked up surprised when 
she saw them enter. She said, “Why did you come down? I’ve sent word 
asking you to postpone the trip. It’s gotten too dangerous around here. 
The police are on the alert. Just yesterday, they caught two groups.” Her 
reaction made my brother only more nervous and scared. “You must find 
a way to get me out,” he said. “I’m a marked man now. I haven’t shown 
up for work. This is a tip-off that I've fled. My bosses must have 
informed the police. They must be looking for me. If I return to Saigon, 
TIl be arrested.” The woman thought for a while and said, “I'll try to get 
you out with a group organized by a Catholic priest.” 

The next morning at six o'clock, she sent my brother off with a guide 
and another escapee, a sixteen-year-old boy. In the evening, they reached 
a safe house, where the guide hid my brother and the teenager for a cou- 
ple of days. It was a large hut, built right on the bank of a river. The 
host family was kind and discreet, but the stay seemed terribly long. 
Giu felt anxious the whole time, afraid that word of their presence 
might leak out. Then finally one morning the traveling party set out 
again. Everyone in this area went barefoot, so my brother did the same. 
After the recent rain, the dirt road was slippery. Giu felt like he was 
walking through an oil slick. Every once in a while, they came to a 
bridge that was just a log thrown across a canal. Giu's muddy feet kept 
slipping, so he got down on all fours and crawled across. His guide 
looked on in horror, knowing that this would tip off the locals, who 
could scamper easily across even with the heavy loads they normally car- 
ried. He muttered under his breath, “You're like a stone tied around my 
neck.” 

After what seemed like an eternity, the group arrived at another 
house. That evening, Giu could not sleep, worrying that the police 
might burst in at any moment, tipped off about his party’s whereabouts. 
In the middle of the night, the guide woke them up and took them to a 
sampan. When they reached a village near the mouth of the river, Giu 
could hear ocean waves lapping against the shore in the distance. He 
knew he was close to the embarkation point and that the hour of his 
deliverance was near. For the first time, he felt hopeful. After a while, 
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the small boat docked at an islet. The guide told Giu and the teenager 
to crawl into a bush near a canal and wait. 

Right away, mosquitoes swarmed over him. Giu felt like he was 
being eaten alive, but he did not dare to slap and crush them, afraid that 
in the stillness of the night the sound might carry over the water and 
attract the attention of peasants out looking for fish. He could hear them 
talking and wading in the shallow water. He was also afraid that if he 
crushed the mosquitoes, the smell of blood would attract even more. He 
tried to wave them away as best he could. After about twenty minutes 
of agony, a small child appeared at his side and whispered, “Uncle, 
please follow me.” Relieved, he crawled out of his hiding place. The 
moon was shining its shimmering light over the puddles of rainwater in 
the road, making it hard for Giu to see the uneven ground, and he stum- 
bled along, tripping and sliding. Finally, they arrived at another house 
where they spent the night. From here, a sampan would take him to a 
“big fish”—a boat large enough to carry refugees out to sea. 

Early the next morning it began to pour. Giu looked anxiously at the 
sky and prayed that it would clear, but the rain became heavier and fell 
nonstop. Late that afternoon, the guide told him that a storm had blown 
into the area. It lasted for several days and brought howling wind and 
pelting rain. In the distance, Giu could hear the waves crashing against 
the shore. He knew that no boat would dare to go out in this kind of 
weather. His heart sank. On the fifth day, the guide told him and the 
teenager that they would have to turn around and go back to Saigon. 
The teenager took the news cheerfully; he was only leaving because his 
parents had forced him to flee, now he could return to his girlfriend. 
Giu was sick with worry, believing that he would be arrested and put 
in jail the moment he showed up in Saigon. 

The return trip was just as roundabout, slow, and risky. Giu was 
jumpy during the entire journey. The smugglers that took him back 
remained very cautious, because the police and militia were on the look- 
out for escapees turning around after their attempt had failed. Giu’s luck 
continued to hold, and he made it back without any hitches. When he 
got back to his house, he learned that the neighborhood police had been 
snooping around asking questions, after his office reported him missing 
from work. This frightened him, and he moved in with another relative. 
He remembers how fear dominated his life from then on, and how each 
day all he could think of was evading the police. He knew he would 
have to leave, and leave quickly, and thoughts of fleeing obsessed him. 
He made several more attempts, each filled with as much suspense as the 
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first one—hiding in safe houses, listening with terror to the barking of 
dogs, and waiting for the chance to get on a boat—but each time his trip 
had to be aborted. He grew more frustrated and more desperate. 

On his fifth try, he managed to get to Ca Mau. Like the first time, 
he took a roundabout way to get there. Finally, one evening he made it 
to a “big fish”—just a large canoe, about two meters wide and twelve 
meters long, equipped with an engine. Elated, Giu thought he was 
about to leave the country, never to return. He thanked the woman row- 
ing the sampan taxi, emptied his pockets and gave her all the money he 
had and, shaking with excitement and fear, squeezed in among the ten 
escapees who were already crowding the bench on his side of the canoe; 
on the opposite bench, he saw another ten. Right away, Giu felt his feet 
getting wet. He looked down and saw oil slicks floating on the water’s 
surface—leaks from cracked barrels of reserve diesel fuel. As more water 
seeped in, the escapees were asked to help bail out the canoe to keep it 
from sinking. Giu worried that the flimsy vessel might not be able to 
withstand the ocean voyage, but there was no turning back now, so he 
brushed his fear aside. The engine began to sputter and the canoe start- 
ed down the stream toward the sea; Giu shouted with excitement. 
Suddenly, he saw the hulk of a large boat filled with firewood looming 
in the dark and blocking the way. The canoe veered to the side of the 
narrow waterway, and got stuck among the submerged indigo plants. 
While the crew was frantically trying to free the boat, policemen 
arrived. As they led Giu and the other escapees away, one of them said, 
“You should thank us for this. The revolution’s domg you a favor. It’s 
saved your lives. You would never have made it in this rickety boat.” 

Giu and the others were taken to a detention center near a small 
town, from where, my brother believed, he would be transferred to the 
harsh labor camp nearby to serve a long jail sentence. He felt anxious and 
depressed, wondering whether he would be able to withstand another 
prolonged imprisonment. Two weeks later, however, the leader of the 
smuggling ring bribed the police and Giu was freed. Feeling elated and 
nervous, my brother left immediately, before anything would happen to 
put him back in prison, and took a bus to Saigon. 

If my brother had made it out to sea, he might have ended up in the 
belly of a fish. Or he might have experienced what Nam went through. 
Shortly after the fall of Saigon, Nam’s youthful idealism quickly evapo- 
rated in the reality of life under communism. First, his father was incar- 
cerated for re-education just a couple of days after the takeover and sub- 
sequently sent to the North, where he would languish for many years. 
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Then, one night, the neighborhood police summoned Nam to the station 
at two o'clock in the morning and ordered him to write a report on him- 
self. They slapped him, accused him of lying, and made him redo his 
report over and over again. Humiliated and angry, Nam realized that no 
matter how patriotic and idealistic he was, no matter how ready to 
work for the good of the country, in the eyes of the communists he was 
not someone to be trusted, let alone used in any meaningful capacity. A 
few weeks later, professors from Hanoi arrived to reorganize the univer- 
sity in Saigon. They did away with the law school where Nam was 
enrolled and replaced it with a school of economics. Nam was reas- 
signed to agricultural economics, but the teaching was so highly politi- 
cal that he spent more time studying Marxism-Leninism than economics 
or agriculture. He graduated in 1977, but already disillusioned, saw no 
future for himself and decided to flee. 

He tried and failed nine times. In 1978, on the tenth attempt, he and 
a group of relatives made it out to sea. The night before, they had 
endured a nerve-wracking vigil, waiting for three hours in the dark for 
the tide to rise. At eleven o'clock, they finally lifted anchor and sailed 
into the stormy night. Swells made many of the passengers violently 
sick, but the sturdy fishing boat, piloted by an experienced captain and 
his assistant and powered by a good diesel engine, pushed on through 
the waves. There was an ample supply of fresh water and food onboard 
for the fifty-two passengers, nine of whom were related to Nam. After 
the storm died down, the weather stayed calm. During the day, the 
refugees would bake in the hot sun; as darkness fell and the fog descend- 
ed, they would freeze. Women and children slept at night in the hold 
where they could stay warm, but young men like Nam had to lie on deck 
where the dense mist chilled them to the bone. Nam would sneak up and 
sleep next to the engine to keep warm. There was no privacy onboard. 
When he had to relieve himself, Nam would go to one end of the boat 
and cling to two ropes as he did his business over the heaving ocean. It 
was not easy. A man once fell into the water and had to be rescued. 

One night, Nam thought he heard voices rising over the water. The 
sound was eerie, like hundreds of people whispering in the fog, and he 
felt a chill going down his spine. The next day, the captain said that 
they had just sailed past an area of the ocean where perhaps thousands 
of refugees had perished. Later, one of Nam’s brothers would disappear 
into the ocean without a trace. Sometimes Nam wonders whether his 
brother has joined the chorus of ghosts over that patch of the sea. 

After three nights on the open ocean, Nam and his fellow travelers 
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saw a bright glow on the horizon one evening. They knew they were 
approaching a city. The next morning, the boat dropped anchor, but it 
was greeted by soldiers—Malaysians, it turned out—who threatened to 
shoot anyone coming ashore onto their country. They gave the refugees 
some food and water, showed them how to get to Singapore, and told 
them to leave. Five days later, the boat made land and docked again on 
the Malaysian coast. The area was so wild and inhospitable that they 
knew they would never be able to survive there. Disappointed, they got 
back on the boat. 

Then one evening they saw the bright glow of Singapore in the dis- 
tance, beckoning like a beacon of hope. A patrol boat approached and its 
captain told the refugees he would come back to take them ashore. The 
refugees shouted with joy, but they waited in vain. At one o'clock in the 
morning, a large ship arrived and towed them back out to the open 
ocean. Before cutting their boat loose, an officer on board warned them 
that he would blow them out of the water if they tried to dock in 
Singapore. Drifting on the ocean once more, the refugees were beginning 
to give up hope when a Dutch ship supplying food to oil drilling rigs off 
Malaysia picked them up. The captain took them aboard to shower and 
get a meal, while he cabled Amsterdam to obtain asylum for them. For 
the first time since he left his country, Nam thought he was treated like 
a human being, and felt revived. When his request was turned down, 
the captain gave the refugees provisions and a map, and showed them 
how to get to an island lying in Malaysian waters that he knew was tak- 
ing in refugees. Nam and his group eventually arrived in Pulau Tengha, 
which had received some 1200 boat people from Vietnam. 

The island had not as yet been overrun with refugees, and Nam found 
life there relaxing. He spent his time building rudimentary roads and 
houses and helping the United Nations refugee group establish personal 
files for the boat people; in his spare time, he went down to the beach 
to swim or read. Although there were moments when he felt like he was 
on vacation, he still faced the prospect of finding a country that would 
take him in for permanent settlement. Most refugees wanted to go to the 
United States, but Nam, still feeling rejected and rueful over events in 
Saigon in 1975, did not want to be a ward of the Americans. About two 
weeks after he got to the island, Australians arrived and announced that 
their country was ready and willing to take any refugees who wanted to 
settle there. While the Americans made their procedures cumbersome 
and prolonged the waiting period to discourage applicants, the 
Australians’ formalities were speedy. Nam was touched by their warm 
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welcome, and decided to apply for resettlement there. In July, after 
about a month on the island, Nam flew to Sydney where he met and 
married my niece Lan. The rest of his family eventually emigrated to 
Australia, joining over 100,000 refugees who had made their homes 
there. 

Back in Saigon, Giu found himself in limbo. Although he was glad he 
had escaped jail, the fear of being on the run again took over. His resi- 
dency card had been revoked, and he could not move back into his house. 
No one else was likely to take him in, because they could run into trou- 
ble too. He stayed briefly with Mrs. An and her family, but her husband 
and children, afraid that his presence would implicate them, insisted 
that he move elsewhere, so Mrs. An found him a place in the apartment 
of a woman who had good connections among the police and cadres. He 
could spend the night safely there. During the day, my brother wan- 
dered around, visiting relatives and eating at street stalls, at Yen’s place, 
or at Mrs. An’s house. Giu lived in anxiety, knowing he could be arrest- 
ed at any moment. His old translation office was passing the word 
around that, should he return to Saigon, it was willing to take him back 
and get him a residency card. But Giu was afraid to contact them—he 
could not be sure the offer was not a trap laid by the police. 

A year later, Giu found a couple of people willing to act as go- 
betweens with the police and help him get a residency card. It cost him 
more than an ounce of gold to grease the palms of police officers in his 
old neighborhood and in the district and city offices, but now he could 
move back into his house. Mrs. An, who had financed the cost of get- 
ting his residency card, gave him money to live on. Although his life was 
bearable, he felt he was wasting it away. He had nothing constructive 
to do with his time, and he had been separated from his wife and chil- 
dren for close to ten years. 

Having tried five times to flee and failing each time, he decided to 
find a way to get out legally instead. When he was released from polit- 
ical detention in 1979, he had written to my brother Tuan in Paris, who 
put in a request for him. The French embassy was willing to start the 
paperwork, but the Vietnamese government would not accept his appli- 
cation to emigrate, even to a friendly country like France. Giu’s techni- 
cal skills, which had allowed him to find a job in the translation office, 
turned into a liability in this situation. So many trained professionals 
had left that Vietnam now barred people like Giu from leaving the 
country. By 1983, Vietnam had worked out an orderly departure 
arrangement with a number of countries to allow for the reunion of 
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spouses, and parents and children, separated in the wake of the war, and 
to put an end to the chaotic and dangerous escapes by boat people. 
Under this humanitarian program, Giu’s wife could have applied for him 
to rejoin her in America, but she had decided to start a new life with- 
out him, so she demurred. My mother in Paris stepped in to get Giu out, 
and her application for reunion with her son was quickly approved by 
the French. In Saigon, through a family connection, Giu’s application to 
leave the country this time was accepted for consideration. 

Because of the government’s many obstacles to emigration, and the 
bureaucratic delays created by the number of applications, things moved 
at a snail’s pace. In 1985, the government relaxed many rules, the pace 
of approval speeded up, and more and more people were allowed to emi- 
grate. By this time, Giu’s age worked to his advantage: He was now 
almost sixty years old, no longer a man in the prime of his life that the 
government wanted to keep. Still, it was not until June 1989 that he 
was issued a passport, and not until January of 1990 that he could actu- 
ally get a seat on one of the few commercial flights from Vietnam. On- 
board the plane, he felt drained, but also excited and relieved; he was 
going to be reunited with his mother and siblings, and he was finally 
leaving a life filled with fear and frustration. But he also felt anxious, 
wondering how he was going to support himself in France, what the 
future would bring, and how he was going to rejoin his children in 
America. When he arrived in Paris, my mother and my sister Tuyet had 
not seen him for fifteen years; my brother Tuan and my sister Loan had 
not seen him for about thirty years. Then, his daughter Lily flew over to 
see him. He cried when he saw her—out of happiness and out of grief 
over the lost years. She was only eleven when she fled Saigon, now she 
was a computer specialist managing a staff of programmers. Giu was 
happy to be in France, but his goal was really to go to America and be, 
if not with Nguyet, at least with his children. His wife finally relent- 
ed, and applied for him to come over. He flew to California in 1992, 
and was finally reunited with Duc, his son, who was now a student at 
UCLA. The shock of finding an adult replacing the five-year-old boy he 
had last seen in Saigon in 1975, and the emotion of being with his own 
family again, overwhelmed him. Giu had feared that his children had 
become estranged from him; the reunions, however, reassured him that 
the strong family ties had held. Instead of rejecting him, Lily and Duc 
welcomed him back into their life and seemed even more loving than 
before. Giu moved in with Nguyet, but they could not rebuild a rela- 
tionship that had been severed for seventeen years, so after a few 
months, he went to live with Lily and her family. 
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I too saw my brother again for the first time since I visited Saigon in 
1973. I had expected to see a man broken by prison and years of living 
in limbo. To my surprise, I found him in good health and in good spir- 
its. Restored by his stay in France, he appeared younger than his sixty 
years. He was slim, but not emaciated, and his posture remained 
straight, unbowed by the time in jail. He still looked pretty much like 
the dignified executive he used to be. His mind was sharp. The hard 
times had not destroyed him physically or mentally, but it seemed to me 
they had changed him into a different man. In the old days, he struck me 
as dour, stern, and uncommunicative, and I found him hard to approach. 
Now, he was more outgoing. He talked and laughed easily; I felt I could 
get close to him and know him better. There was also a quiet zest for 
life that I had not seen before. Having once lost his liberty, he seemed to 
savor each day of freedom. 

Giu’s release from prison camp and his reunion with us healed a 
painful wound left by the legacy of the war. As the echoes of what the 
French set in motion and what the Cold War wrought have faded 
away, my family has rediscovered normalcy. Over a hundred years have 
passed since the days my great-grandfather Duong Lam tried to hold his 
citadel against French attacks in the Red River Delta. In that span, 
Vietnam and our family have gone through trials and transformations 
that Duong Lam could scarcely have imagined. Yet, like Vietnam, we 
have survived, scarred, but not broken, and determined to forge ahead 
and to look to the future with optimism. Giu’s departure did not sever 
our links with Vietnam and its history. Many of our relatives are still 
there, taking part in the new era that has dawned for the country. We 
have reason to hope that, in the new world order unmarred by warring 
ideologies, they will be able to pursue their life untouched by armed 
conflict and revolution. Only time will tell. 
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Epilogue: AÁ cross the four Seas 


After a short stay at the Guam refugee receiving center in May 1975, my 
family flew to Camp Pendleton, a Marine base in California, for pro- 
cessing and resettlement. There, among a sea of tents and Quonset huts, 
they found relatives who had evacuated from Saigon earlier. The first 
arrivals had settled in, but these natives of the tropics found southern 
California's spring weather, chilled by mist from the nearby ocean, too 
cold. Their Marine-issue jackets hung loosely from their tiny frames. 
After the euphoria of family reunion and the relief of getting to America, 
my sisters Phu and Tuyet began to worry about the husbands and chil- 
dren they had left behind. Every day, they would check the log of newly 
arrived refugees. For Phu, as the days passed, hope gradually gave way 
to despair. She cried a lot, and became bitter toward my brother Luong, 
blaming him for her husband and son getting stuck in Saigon. Tuyet 
remained optimistic, clinging to the hope of finding her husband Tuan in 
Paris. She thought he might have gotten out on a last commercial flight. 
My brother Xuong (whose wife Hao was with my parents) likewise 
wondered whether his oldest son had made it out before Saigon fell. But 
my brother and two sisters had to put their anxiety aside and deal with 
a more immediate concern: Along with all the refugees, they had to 
choose whether to resettle in the United States or go somewhere else. 
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No matter where they decided to move, the future looked cloudy. 
Except for Binh, who had been flown to New York with her family and 
had been given a job at Chase Manhattan Bank, none of them knew how 
they were going to survive and support their own families. All I could 
offer my relatives was either to join me in Ithaca or to live with my par- 
ents-in-law on their farm in Virginia until they could find jobs. Neither 
choice looked good to them. My husband and I could not provide much 
financial support; he was still in graduate school, and I was working 
part-time and expecting our first child. Neither Ithaca nor Virginia had 
many jobs to offer. In the end, my parents, brothers, and sisters decided 
not to move to either place. But wherever they settled, my siblings 
resolved to work at any job that was available and do whatever it 
would take to give their sons and daughters the education they needed 
to get ahead. This deep-rooted belief that education opens doors, which 
they shared with other Vietnamese refugees, would pave the way for 
their children to succeed in their adopted lands. 

Luong’s wife Thu had family members in Canada, so he made up his 
mind to move there. Phu had two sons in Australia, and this seemed like 
a logical place for her to go. Through the Catholic Relief Service, one 
of the charitable organizations that were helping resettle refugees, 
Xuong and his family got sponsored by a family in Huntington Beach, 
California, and moved in with them. My father, longing to be in a cul- 
ture with which he was familiar, decided to go to Paris, where my sis- 
ter Loan and brother Tuan were living. While at Pendleton, he had fall- 
en ill and had spent a few days in the base hospital, where his inability 
to talk to the doctors or nurses left him utterly frustrated. In France, he 
thought, he could at least communicate with people, and he had many 
relatives there among the large Vietnamese expatriate community. 
Tuyet, who was expecting a child and still hoping to find her husband 
in Paris, decided to go with my parents. In spite of the marital problems 
she and Tuan had weathered in Saigon, he was still her husband and the 
father of her children, and she wanted to be reunited with him. 

So, the day arrived when my family scattered around the world. My 
parents could hardly bear the thought of seeing the family break up, but 
they were stoic, and tried to accept what fate had brought their way. 
They exacted promises from their sons and daughters to stay in touch 
and make an effort to visit them in Paris. Tuyet, who was close to Phu, 
was disconsolate at her move to Australia. Phu tried to cheer her up: 
“Don’t be sad. Australia isn’t so far away. We'll see each other again.” 
But she was wrong. That was the last time anyone in my family saw 
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Phu, who died suddenly in 1984. (Eventually, my siblings would be 
reunited with their children and spouses, with the exception of Tuyet. 
Her husband Tuan spent over ten years in a re-education camp in the 
North, and after his release, he preferred to remain in Saigon where he 
started a new family, after Tuyet herself remarried.) 

As they had resolved to do, my siblings took any job they could find 
to survive. In Montreal, Luong went to work at a plastics factory, mix- 
ing resins, until he found a job in the city government. In California, 
Xuong began working at a hotel, while his wife Hao started assembling 
electronics components in a factory; they became self-sufficient so quick- 
ly that they never had to resort to welfare. In Australia, Phu took a job 
as a cleaning lady until she got a position in the post office. (My nephew 
Nam went back to school and, after taking a series of jobs, became a real 
estate agent.) Tuyet, in Paris, also started out as a cleaning lady for an 
office, and eventually found a position in a government agency. Other 
refugees around them were also taking odd jobs—pumping gasoline, 
waiting on tables—just to get by. They were driven by their tradition- 
al work ethic, but also by the opportunities they saw around them. 
They realized that once they got acclimated, they could move on to bet- 
ter jobs and get ahead. 

Even I was amazed at how well my relatives adapted. After Dave fin- 
ished his dissertation, it took him a year to find a teaching position at a 
private college in California: With the glut of Ph.D.s, academic jobs 
had become scarce while competition had grown fiercer. We bought a 
fixer-upper house in a modest section of town in 1977, and tried to sur- 
vive on Dave's small salary. My brother Xuong and his son Dung came 
to visit us a few months after we arrived, in Dung’s brand-new sports 
car, which he had bought with the money he had earned working at 
two jobs while going to school. They were shocked to see how we 
lived, making our home in a run-down house, owning a stereo system 
that dated back to 1966, and driving an old Maverick without air con- 
ditioning. They had always thought that I, married to an American, was 
rich. Looking at the sports car and their cheerful demeanor, I felt pleased 
with how easily they had taken to an American life-style and managed 
to prosper. 

Other refugees in California were also taking advantage of the oppor- 
tunities available to them. Often, everyone in the family who could 
work did so. Pooling their money, they soon could begin to buy things, 
lured by the cornucopia of consumer goods but also intent on competing 
with their compatriots. In the United States, every refugee started with 
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a clean slate, ex-general and ex-clerk alike, as their social positions back 
in Vietnam no longer meant anything in the new country. Status now 
came from what kind of car you drove and, later, what kind of house you 
lived in. Whenever Dave and I went to Garden Grove, which had 
become known as Little Saigon for its concentration of refugees, our 
Maverick looked like a wreck next to the Mercedes, BMW, Audi, and 
Honda cars in the parking lots of the mini-malls filled with Vietnamese 
shops. 

My brother Giu, who arrived in the United States seventeen years 
later, had an easier time than those who fled here in 1975. He did not 
have to take any job just to survive. His own family had settled in, and 
could provide him with housing and financial support. Nevertheless, as 
soon as he came to California in 1992, he looked for employment so he 
could be independent, but mainly to stay busy. When he discovered 
that his age, lack of English, and outmoded engineering skills made it 
impossible for him to find a professional job, he decided to spend his 
time studying English, updating his electrical engineering skills, and 
reading. His greatest challenge, like that of other refugees who rejoined 
their families after having been separated from them in 1975, was to fit 
in with wives and children who had lived on their own for years. 
Although Giu could not renew his relationship with his wife, he had 
little trouble re-establishing the bonds with his children. The closeness 
he had forged with them when they were in Saigon drew them back to 
him; also, his Westernized outlook made it easier for him to relate to his 
Americanized son and daughter. Many other refugees, coming from more 
traditional backgrounds, could not step back into their families as easi- 
ly, unable to reconcile themselves to the independence their wives and 
children had achieved in America and to let go of their past role as sole 
providers and undisputed authority figures. 

After Lily gave birth to her daughter in 1997, Giu began taking care 
of his granddaughter full-time. He seems content to lead a placid life 
after years of turmoil, and whenever I ask him how he is getting along, 
he says that he is just glad to have escaped from a life of fear under the 
communists. He no longer hates them as he did when he first arrived in 
America, but he swears he will not go back to Vietnam as long as they 
remain in power. My family members who fled in 1975 continue to dis- 
trust the communists as Giu does and, except for my sister Binh, who 
has made several trips to Vietnam, have no desire to go back. Toward 
America, Giu and my family members in exile feel no hatred. While 
many refugees remained bitter for many years about what they viewed 


as America’s abandonment of South Vietnam, my parents and my sib- 
lings believed that the United States had the right to pursue its own 
national interest and to abandon a hopeless cause, and so did not blame 
the Americans for the loss. Instead, they condemned the Saigon regime 
for having squandered the time America had bought for the noncommu- 
nist side. 

Since Vietnam has become to them a hostile land, my family mem- 
bers—except for my mother—do not long to return, and this has 
induced them to try and make their new countries home. The large 
refugee communities in America, Canada, France, and Australia have 
eased their resettlement: They can live in close proximity to people of 
their own kind, eat traditional foods, and shop in stores selling familiar 
merchandise. Also, all my siblings went to French schools, and their 
Western education made it easier for them to adapt. Yet, like other 
immigrants, they sometimes still feel that they do not completely belong 
and that they are strangers looking in, suspended between their old and 
their new countries. Although some, like my brothers Luong and Giu, 
and my nephew Nam, wish that they could have meaningful careers (nei- 
ther Luong nor Nam had the money to go back to law school and become 
attorneys), they try to console themselves with the thought that they are 
fortunate enough to live in free countries and have jobs that allow them 
to support their families. They place their hopes in their children and 
are content to watch them blossom. 

Back in 1975, I worried the most about my parents: old people, set 
in their ways, suddenly thrust into a new environment. In fact, my 
father found he was in his element in Paris, enjoying French culture and 
delighting in visits with old friends and relatives. He was happy to have 
escaped from the communists, and the problems of exile—such as cram- 
ming into my brother Tuan’s apartment and lacking money—seemed a 
small price to pay for his freedom. My mother, on the other hand, spoke 
little French and found Paris baffling. She had not wanted to leave 
Saigon, and now demanded to go back. She went into depression and 
cried a lot. She finally resigned herself to living in France, but she never 
adjusted completely, and is still torn between staying and going back to 
her own culture. 

While my mother, as well as many older refugees, had a hard time 
accepting exile, the younger ones embraced the culture of their host 
countries and quickly acclimated. Those who left Saigon when they 
were small children—like many of my nephews and nieces—before they 
had absorbed the language and culture of Vietnam, were like empty 


468 = epilogue 


vessels, eagerly drawing in what they heard and saw. They became 
French, Canadians, Australians, and Americans, and had only a limited 
interest in Vietnam—in other words, they became typical assimilated 
second-generation immigrants. Even when they grew older, Vietnam 
would remain in their eyes a foreign country, perhaps one they would be 
interested in visiting, but not a place they yearned to live in. Most did 
not even want to take the time to learn more about the old country; they 
were too busy with their lives and careers, too caught up in enjoying 
their material success. Older refugees tried to keep traditions alive, but 
they found it hard to interest the young, most of whom were seduced by 
the more alluring Western culture surrounding them. Perhaps at some 
point, my nephews and nieces and other young refugees will stop and 
look at themselves, and wonder about their Vietnamese heritage. 

I hope our twenty-two-year-old son Bryan will do the same. Livin 
in a culture that pays little heed to traditions and constantly seeks the 
new, he has shown only limited curiosity about my family and Vietnam, 
or about the history of Dave’s family. His interest in his dual back- 
grounds has grown in the last two years, but he is still at the stage 
where he wants to create his own space and establish his own identity. 

Unlike some second-generation immigrants, I do not believe I have to 
choose between my legacies, one to the exclusion of the other. I view 
myself as a mixture of Vietnamese, French, and American cultural strains 
and feel comfortable moving in all three countries. Yet, underneath the 
French and American layers, I remain Vietnamese at the core and, as I 
grow older, I feel the pull of my heritage and an urge to return to my 
roots. Perhaps I am like a traveler who, having explored the world, is 
ready to go home and sit by the hearth. This desire to return to the 
source—to use the Vietnamese phrase—is what drove me to write this 
book. 

After taking five years off from work to raise Bryan, I decided to take 
a job in 1982 with a bank in Los Angeles, where I ultimately became a 
vice president of marketing. I enjoyed the glamour and the responsibili- 
ties of an important corporate job, but as the years passed, my interest 
waned. Ever since I was a teenager, I had wanted to become an author. 
The idea of writing my family’s story had germinated while I was still 
living in Saigon. When my father died in 1979, my yearning to pursue 
this interest grew. In 1993, I decided to quit my job and devote myself 
to the book, emboldened by the economic security of Dave's full profes- 
sorship at his college and a grant from the National Endowment for the 
Humanities. 
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After stops in Montreal and Paris to interview relatives, I flew to 
Vietnam, to renew ties with my sisters Thang and Yen and with other 
relatives and to conduct research for my book. I felt anxious before I left, 
unsure of how they would receive me after decades of absence. I also 
hoped that the return to a Vietnam now at peace would finally dispel 
the images of war that had haunted me since I left in 1973, so that I 
could take back with me to California the certainty that the sorrows I 
knew were really of the past. As I spied the green Vietnamese country- 
side beneath the fuselage, I was overwhelmed with emotion, and mem- 
ories of battles and deaths flashed through my mind. When my plane 
taxied on the runway at Tan Son Nhut airport, I looked out the window 
for the jet fighters that used to park behind the concrete embankments, 
but they were gone. Gone, too, were the sandbags and the soldiers tot- 
ing M-16 rifles. I felt disoriented. Throughout my stay in the South, I 
would have to constantly adjust my memory of war to the reality of 
peace. My second shock was seeing communist immigration officials and 
guards in Soviet-style uniforms. For the rest of my visit, I would be sur- 
prised again and again by reminders—such as red flags and street and 
building names—that the Viet Cong were no longer at the gate clamor- 
ing to get in, but very much in charge. 

My sister Yen was waiting for me at the airport. It took me a full 
minute to recognize her and she me, after twenty years. We embraced 
and held hands, looking at each other, too moved to speak. During the 
drive into the city, I felt even more lost. Saigon had changed in those 
twenty years; houses now stood where there had been empty lots . The 
traffic was heavy, and I saw the normal scenes of a big city life, 
unmarred by signs of war. I felt happy, but could not communicate my 
feelings to Yen, for whom peace had become routine and unremarkable. 
As our car approached a gate, one of its doors suddenly swung open, and 
I saw Thang running to push the other one to the side. I had been invit- 
ed to stay here, in Lap’s house, where my sister was now living with 
Hau. Thang had become seriously ill with kidney stones in 1989, and 
Lap had moved her and Hau to Saigon, where the warmer climate had 
revived her, as he had hoped. Lap had been transferred to Saigon earli- 
er to work in a hospital, and he was followed by his sisters Hoa and 
Hien, who arrived to work in the agriculture office—part of the wave 
of personnel that the new government had sent south to staff its admin- 
istration. 

I jumped out of the car and called Thang’s name in a voice cracking 
with emotion. She grabbed and squeezed my arms, in the traditional 
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way of showing affection, and smiled through tears. Forty years, two 
wars, and a revolution, and yet the family bonds had held, I thought. 
Thang had the thick figure of a woman past middle age, and her hair was 
gray—no longer the young and willowy sister I had last seen in 1950. 
She was radiantly happy, surrounded by her children and grandchildren, 
and she seemed more talkative than I remembered. I was happy, too, that 
she had finally found serenity after such a hard life. 

That evening, I could not go to sleep in Lap’s house. I was excited 
about being back in Saigon, and my mind was racing with thoughts 
about my family, and about the war and the peace. The night was very 
quiet. The ground was not shaking from the explosion of bombs falling 
on the edge of Saigon. As I listened, I heard, not the boom of distant can- 
nons, but the sound of rain falling outside and the intermittent deep- 
throated call of a bullfrog. 

Hau arrived a couple of days later from the Mekong Delta, where he 
had gone to advise some local agricultural experts, although he was now 
officially retired. I knew who he was the moment I saw him: He looked 
like the emaciated person I had seen in old pictures, although, of course, 
his face was now lined and his hair gray. He smiled in greeting, teased 
me affectionately about my weight (heavy in comparison to most 
Vietnamese), and then brought out a bottle of his homemade liquor and 
we clinked glasses. I had feared that he might consider me an ideologi- 
cal stray for marrying an American, but | knew now that he had accept- 
ed me into the fold. 

I had to coax Thang and Hau—and, later, my other relatives in 
Vietnam—to reminisce about the war, which had become distant to 
them. They preferred to focus on the present and on the opportunity to 
improve their lives, as the economy took off with the influx of foreign 
capital. When I could talk them into remembering the war, they would 
marvel at its ferocity and their luck in surviving its violence. Those who 
had fought on the side of the communists were at times nostalgic, recall- 
ing the noble sense of mission and the solidarity of purpose of those 
bygone days. Although they had suffered, they saw no point in dwelling 
on the past and nursing their resentment against those that had fought 
on the other side. Those who had been on the losing side were nostal- 
gic for the old days but reconciled to the new state of things and trying 
to make the best of it. 

Between intensive interviews with Thang and Hau, I visited Yen in 
her apartment. Her husband’s death of lung cancer a couple of months 


before left her both sad and relieved. She felt a hole in her life now, 
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although she was glad she no longer had to cope with an irascible hus- 
band who used to find fault with everything she did. She took comfort 
in the fact that he had lived long enough to see his family’s fortune 
improve with Vietnam’s economic transformation. Looking out from her 
balcony, the same one from which she had watched looters in April 
1975, she pointed out to me the buildings that would soon be torn 
down to be replaced by shopping arcades, hotels, and office and apart- 
ment complexes. To her, these projects were signs of renewal. She 
thought she and her children were going through a personal renewal as 
well. Her family background that she had feared would hinder her 
daughter and her three sons was no longer an insurmountable handicap. 
Thi, her daughter, had graduated from the university as a pediatrician. 
Anh, her oldest son, had gone back to school to get an MBA while 
working for an English expatriates’ club as a manager. Quang, her sec- 
ond son, was working as a technician in a factory and planned to enter 
the university to get an engineering degree. Trung, her youngest son, 
was finishing high school. 

Minh, my nephew, was another relative whose life had taken a turn 
for the better. I remembered him as a teenager, but he was now a suc- 
cessful scrap-metal dealer, married, with two children, and living in 
comfort. He, too, had gone back to school to get a degree in business 
management. (In 1998, Minh flew his family to Houston, where his par- 
ents and siblings had settled, believing his children would have the 
chance to get a superior education there.) 

Outside Saigon, I saw other signs of renewal. Driving to the seaport 
of Vung Tau, I did not see refugee huts lining the road, but new brick 
houses rising in the distance. In the Iron Triangle of Cu Chi, bombed, 
shelled, and defoliated, nature had taken over, and saplings were turn- 
ing into mature trees and obliterating many of the craters. Passing by a 
cemetery with 10,000 headstones marking the tombs of Viet Cong who 
had fallen in battle, I knew that the scars of war were still there, but no 
longer haunting the living. 

After two weeks in Saigon, I flew to Hanoi. The city had changed 
little during the forty years I was gone. The communists had left it as 
they had found it, while they concentrated on rebuilding the country- 
side, and then on fighting the United States. Crowded and dilapidated, 
Hanoi was no longer the romantic city I remembered; yet, with its many 
lakes, tree-lined streets, old commercial quarters, and colontal-era build- 
ings, it retained a lot of its charm. Here too there was a sense of renew- 


al, and public buildings were being repaired and repainted. 


To my surprise, my relatives in the North, whom I had not met or 
could scarcely remember, welcomed me warmly. Cousin Phi took me to 
visit his family, still living in the one-room apartment into which he had 
moved in 1956, although he had added a loft. Over several emotional 
days, he told me about Uncle Trinh’s last years, hardly able to suppress 
the pain he still felt, although taking care not to level any accusations 
against the government’s handling of land reform. Luc, now retired from 
the army and working for a small travel agency, told me his life story 
with pride and a sense of humor, although he also steered clear of any 
criticism of the government. He seemed happy, spending his time squir- 
ing French tourists to the old Dien Bien Phu battle site, and American 
visitors down the highway that runs along the coast to Saigon, passing 
by the Vinh Linh area where he used to fire at American planes. To me, 
he exemplified the let-bygones-be-bygones spirit of the Vietnamese, 
rubbing shoulders with people from countries he had once fought. 

I had no trouble finding Uncle Dinh, still living in the same house. I 
remembered accompanying my mother to visit him and his wife in hap- 
pier days, and I wept with sadness when I saw him, a thin, old man, sit- 
ting in the dark, dingy room that the communists had allowed him to 
keep. I had hoped that Uncle Dinh could tell me how to find my grand- 
mother’s grave, but his mind was gone; he had no idea who I was. Nor 
could his daughter An help me. I felt like my grandmother had disap- 
peared without a trace. One morning, I went to Hang Gai street to look 
for something that could connect me to my grandmother. The silk shop 
she owned had been replaced by a store with a metal grille, but the old 
banyan tree and the small shrine at which she worshiped were still 
standing, and Hang Gai looked like it had not changed much since the 
days she lived there. I did not know where my sister Cuc was buried, 
so I went one day to the hospital where she had died, as a way of pay- 
ing homage to her memory. I walked in the courtyard, but I could not 
make myself go in to wander along the corridors and look for the room 
where she might have breathed her last. Even after these decades, I still 
could not reconcile myself to her painful death. 

One early morning, as the sun was just beginning to burn off the 
mist, Phi and his wife Thu drove me to Van Dinh. I had forgotten some 
of the customs for visiting ancestral graves, but Phi—although he had 
grown up under communism—had not. Phi’s retention of tradition 
struck me, as did the religious revival I saw around me. Temples that had 
been shuttered for decades had reopened their doors, and people 
thronged their halls, burning incense and praying, or consulting fortune- 
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tellers. We visited Duong Lam's grave in Tao Khe village first, and Phi 
carefully laid out the offerings of fruit and flowers, and lit joss sticks and 
candles. No one from the village showed up to drive us away or to 
threaten us, as they would have at the height of the revolution. I prayed 
silently to Duong Lam, as the incense smoke curled in the air, above the 
weeds that had grown profusely over his resting place, feeling happy 
that I could finally pay my personal respects. 

We continued on with the tour, and Phi took me to the tomb of 
Duong Lam’s wife, and then to those of my grandparents. My emotions 
welled up and I wept at Phan’s grave, grieving over the years that had 
kept me away and the indignities that had been visited on his memory 
by peasants showing contempt for the feudalist past. Phan’s restored 
tomb, by chance, now sits on land that belongs to a relative in the area, 
anew migrant who had retraced the steps of Duong Lam’s ancestors sev- 
eral centuries ago from Ha Tinh to Van Dinh. She joined relatives 
belonging to another branch of the Duong clan still living in the village. 
Once a year, she and they hold a ceremony to honor the spirits of all the 
deceased Duong, and my cousins from Hanoi would travel back to Van 
Dinh to partake in the ritual and banquet. That day, between cups of 
hot tea, she and her husband—like other Vietnamese I met on my trip— 
told me how delighted they were that I had not forgotten my ancestral 
land. Their warm welcome made me feel that I still belonged. 

In Van Dinh, all I could find of Duong Lam’s and Duong Khue’s res- 
idences was a stone gate, with carved inscriptions made almost smooth 
by the passage of time. The buildings themselves had been razed by the 
Viet Minh after my family and other relatives had fled from the village, 
including the ancestral hall that used to scare me as a child when my 
family took refuge here in 1947. Twenty families now lived on the 
ground where I had played games, and as I stood in the hot sun looking 
at the mossy roofs of their homes, I knew I could never recapture those 
magical days among the halls and gardens of my great-grandfather’s res- 
idence. Yet visiting the graves and standing on the soil that my ancestors 
once trod gave me a sense of connection to my roots in a way that the 
family stories I had heard, and the research I had done, did not. 

On the way back to Hanoi, I thought about my pilgrimage and won- 
dered whether the monk who had wrenched us from rural poverty over 
a century ago would say that we are still enjoying success. For him, and 
for my ancestors, success meant fame as scholars and power as mandarins 
of the emperor. Now, my relatives are professionals, holding well-pay- 
ing jobs and enjoying material comforts beyond the monk’s imagination. 
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By the yardstick of his time, they have fallen short of his predictions: 
They are not steeped in ancient learning, nor do they have the prestige 
that Duong Lam enjoyed. Still, by today’s different standards, I believe 
they are as successful as their forebears had been. 

As my plane took off one fall morning from Hanoi, I looked out of my 
window and felt a sense of peace and closure. I had renewed family 
bonds unbroken by time and war, and I had reconnected with my roots 
and my native soil. I had seen my relatives put the past behind them and 
move on, stirred once again by hope rather than by fear of bullets and 
bombs. I had seen Vietnam, the land of two million war dead, become 
once again the land of the living. And I was taking back with me not 
the deafening explosions of weapons, but the gentle sound of the mon- 
soon rain. 
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boat people, 452-58 

bo cho [ticks], as Viet Bac annoy- 
ances, 164 
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from, 145 

bo ket pods, shampoo made from, 
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bombing, by U.S. planes, 316, 
319, 324, 326, 328, 333, 335, 
356, 362, 364, 365, 366, 368, 
374 

bombings, “collateral damage” 
from, 369 
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Thieu Chi, 77 
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Thieu Chi, 200, 210-11, 214, 
228 

Brinks Hotel (Saigon), Viet Cong 
bombing of, 310 

Buddhism, 62, 249, 268-69 

Buddhist(s): author’s mother as, 
297, 316; Ngo Dinh Diem’s 
repression of, 278, 296-97, 
298, 301, 303, 304, 326; 
opposition to war by, 412, 381 

Buffalo (New York), author's trip 
to, 393 

businessmen, communist attacks 
on, 425-26 
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mother as, 64 


cai luong operas, 78 

California: Duong family in, 463, 
465, 469; Elliotts in, 465, 
466 

Cam [cousin], 347, 353 

Ca Mau, 325, 419, 453, 456 

Cambodia, 77, 78, 246, 325, 
333, 428; Ho Chi Minh trail 
in, 287; as part of Union of 
Indochina, 20; Vietnam’s war 
with, 329-430 
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Duong Thieu Chi’s post in, 91 

Camp Pendleton, Duong family 
at, 463, 464 
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Can [Ngo Dinh Diem’s brother], 
258; execution of, 299, 300 

Canada, Duong family in, 464, 
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Can Lao, as Diem’s political 
party, 258 
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in, 342 

Cao Dai, 249 

Cao Van Vien, evacuation of, 394 

Capital Regiment, of Viet Minh, 
142 

Capitol Hill, 275 

card playing, 2, 45, 46, 61, 144 

Cat Bi airport (Haiphong), 192, 
204 

Catholicism, author’s interest in, 
268-69, 282-83 

Catholic Relief Service, refugee 
resettlement by, 464 

Catholics: support of Diem by, 
296, 297, 299, 303, 304; in 
Vietnam, 199, 226, 241, 249, 
250, 296, 297, 299, 303, 311, 
377, 381, 407 
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Cau Bo, Thang’s journey to, 177 
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to Duong Thieu Chi, 75 
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Chase Manhattan Bank, 378, 
388, 416, 464 
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in, 72 
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cheo operas, 78, 93, 167 
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Chiem Hoa: Lien Viet Front con- 
gress at, 342; Viet Minh in, 
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China, 451; aid to Viet Minh, 
179-80, 186, 195, 209, 238, 
251, 324, 344, 364, 365, 375, 
432; arms supplied to Khmer 
Rouge by, 430; departure from 
Vietnam, 134, 330; invasion 
and occupation of Vietnam by, 
117, 131-34, 430 
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Chinese language: Duong Thieu 
Chi’s knowledge of, 111; 
required mastery by scholars, 
5, 32, 36, 38, 42, 44, 63, 75 

Chinese population, of Haiphong, 
192, 210 

Chi Sau [servant], 257 

cholera, among Chinese soldiers, 
132 

Cholon, 248, 250, 251, 253, 
299, 379, 426, 451 

Chu Van Tan, as tribal leader, 
160 
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57 

CIA, 299, 338, 347, 402, 406, 
436, 452; refugee evacuation 
by, 388, 394, 395, 397, 399, 
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civilians, deaths from bombings, 
370-71 

Civil War, 292 

Clear River, 87 
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Minh demands on, 202, 203 

cochons (pigs), as French term for 
Vietnamese, 286 

Cognacq, Maurice, bribery of, 76 

Cold War, 187, 203, 279, 312, 
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Cole, Nat King, 265 

collectives, of communists, 162, 
175-76, 419, 430 

Collége Paul Bert, Duong Thieu 
Chi’s education at, 69, 70, 71, 
72-73: 74-715 

commerce: French control of, 
47-48, 50, 54, 73, 96-97, 
106, 191; in Saigon, commu- 
nist attack on, 428 

commis trainee, Duong Thieu Chi 
as, 83-84, 85 

Communist Party, 278, 423, 424; 
cadres considered enemies by, 
348, 350-51; in China, 209; 
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France, 99-100, 101; informa- 
tion meetings of, 359; Viet 
Minh cadres as members of, 
168, 334 

communists. See also Viet Cong; 
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278; control of Viet Minh by, 
112, 162; counterinsurgency 
against, 288; death toll of, 
332, 363, 374; deportation of, 
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Vietnam, 85; North Vietnam 
revolution of, 30, 31; takeover 


of Hanoi by, 67; terrain defense 


problems of, in North Vietnam, 


17; uprisings of, 85-86, 


87-88, 97; in Vietnam, U.S. 
opposition to, 309; World 
War II effects on, 101 
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mandarin’s life, 5, 22, 23, 25, 
26, 40, 44, 61, 62, 63,111, 
257; women’s role in, 40, 64, 
81 

Congress of the French Union, 
218 

“the convoy of tears,” as name for 
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Pleiku, 383-84 

cooperatives, of communists, 
353-54 

Cornell University, Elliotts at, 
333, 334, 335, 336, 379, 391, 
393 


cottage industries, in Red River 
Delta, 56-57 

counterinsurgency, as U.S. fight- 
ing method in Vietnam, 288 

coup d'etat: attempted, against 
Nguyen Khanh, 304; against 
Diem, 299 
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Cuban missile crisis, 287 

Cuc [sister], death of, 154-55, 
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Cu Huy Can, as poet and 
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Cultural Revolution, in China, 
328, 365 

Cung Dinh Van, treatment of 
communists by, 98 
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currency conversion, in communist 
Saigon, 424-25 
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316, 368 

Dai The Gioi (Great World gam- 
bling casino), Binh Xuyen: con- 
trol of, 251-52 

Dai Viet Party, 214, 219, 224, 
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252, 255 

Danang: communist takeover of, 
114, 384-85, 387, 391, 409; 
French troops in, 135; refugees 
in, 384; U.S. protection of, 
311 

Dang Huu Chi: death of, 224; as 
father’s friend, 193, 219, 223; 
father’s job offer through, 155; as 
head of Hanoi council, 196; as 
head of Hoi Dong An Dan, 190 

Dang Van Quang: corruption of, 
377; evacuation of, 394-95 

danh ghen, as means of ending 
liaisons, 95-96 

dao duc [virtue and integrity], of 
Duong Lam, 32 

dating: by author, 281, 289; lack 
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264-65, 269 

dau be dit to (“small head, big ass”), 
as Thieu strategy, 382-83 

Day, Doris, 264 

Day River, 4, 147 

Declaration of Independence, Ho 
Chi Minh’s speech based on, 
120 

Decoux, Jean, as governor general, 
104, 105, 109 
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Defense Institute of Languages 
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De Lattre de Tassigny, Jean: 
death of, 224; as French gener- 
al, 182, 184, 218-19, 220-21, 
222-23, 224, 228 
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Dien Bien Phu, battle of, 159, 
235-38, 239, 240, 286, 330, 
374) 472 
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River, 4; maintenance of, 
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18 

Dinh [aunt], 355 

Dinh [uncle], 368, 472; life in 
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Dinh Cong, goldsmiths in, 57 

dinh te movement, as reverse 
migration, 186 

Dinh Tuong, communist insur- 
gency in, 320 
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Foreign Service, 283 

discrimination, author’s brush 
with, 286 

District Re-education 
Committee, indoctrination pol- 
icy of, 416 

Do [brother-in-law], 378-79, 
416, 423; relations with com- 
munists, 423-24 

Doc Mieu, attack on, 367-68, 
396 
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of, 313, 314; of Duong family, 
194-95, 205-6 
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tle on, 70 

Dong Khanh school, sister Thang 
in, 125, 166 

Dong Quan District (Thai Binh), 
Duong Tu Phan’s post in, 39, 
46, 48, Jo 

Dong Xoai, Viet Cong capture 
of, 311 

Donnell, John, 305, 323 

Dooley, Tom, M.D., 241, 242 

Dragon of Annam, Duong Lam as 
“knight” of, 19, 24 

Duc [nephew], 460-61 

Duc Thang: as early Duong ances- 
tor, 6, 7; grave of, 7-8; son of, 
p8 

Dung [nephew], 465 

Duong Khue [great-granduncle], 
8, 473; death of, 33; life and 
career of, 32-33; as mandarin, 
21; as poet, 32-33; tien si 
achievement by, 11, 12 

Duong Lam [paternal great-grand- 
father], 8, 35, 44, 70, 461, 
473, 474; ancestor worship by, 
61; children of, 22-23, 27, 29, 
49, 245; death of, 29-30, 33, 
46, 48, 49, 267, 335; as 
Deputy Director of the 
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20; destruction of house of, 
150; early life of, 8-9; exams 
taken by, 10, 11; as governor of 
Thai Binh province, 18-19; 
liaisons of, 22, 23; as man- 
darin, 13-25, 28-29, 31, 32, 
87, 91; as Minister of Public 
Works in Hue, 20; personality 
of, 22, 37; as poet, 17-18, 20, 


22, 28, 29, 32; relations with 
the French, 19, 20, 21-22, 25, 
28, 32; retirement of, 25, 
26-27, 28, 46; role in citadel 
defense, 10-11; tomb of, 29, 
30-31, 473; as War Minister, 
19-20; wives of, 15, 22-23, 
24,25, 27, 29, 49 

Duong of Van Dinh, as clan name, 
267, 307, 435 

Duong Thieu Chi [father]: 
attempts on life of, 211-12, 
390; in Cam Khe, 91; children 
of, 197-98, 228, 266; death 
of, 468; education of, 42, 69, 
76-77, 81; entertainment by, 
93-94, 201, 206-7; evacuation 
of, 398, 399; in Finance Office 
(Hanoi), 83-84, 85, 86; in Ha 
Hau, 97, 98; illness of, 267, 
390; as law-school graduate, 
82; liaisons of, 95-96, 219, 
225, 266; life of, 69-82; loss 
of social status by, 267; as man- 
darin, 86, 87-90, 116, 
126-27, 149, 210, 228; mar- 
riage of, 65, 68, 76, 79-80; in 
Nghia Hung, 100; opposition 
to author’s marriage, 306-7; in 
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Haiphong, 155-56, 187, 196, 
203, 205, 390; relations with 
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tions with Japanese occupiers, 
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37; children of, 41-42, 45, 72; 
death of, 51, 52, 267, 335; 
exams taken by, 11, 36-37; fil- 
ial piety of, 46, 51, 52; as 
mandarin, 39, 47, 48-51; per- 
sonality of, 35, 37; as poet, 
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Duong Van Mai. See Elliott, 
Duong Van Mai [author] 

Duong Van Minh, 414; govern- 
ment of, 303, 389, 391, 396; 
surrender of, 407-8, 410 
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jade,” work at re-education 
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Eisenhower, Dwight D., 251, 
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Elliott, David, 324, 468; author's 
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Elliott, Duong Van Mai [author], 
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David Elliott, 305, 306-9, 
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of, 198, 225, 227, 377-79; 
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73-74 
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Thieu Chi, 81 
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27 
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family, importance in Vietnamese 
life, 80-81 

famine, in Vietnam, 107-35, 
200, 240 

“fight and talk” strategy, of 
Nixon, 334, 336 

Finance Bureau (Hanoi), Duong 
Thieu Chi in, 83-84, 85 

Finance Ministry (Saigon), Duong 
Thieu Chi in, 255, 259 

fire, destruction of Duong family’s 
house by, 253-54 

“fire general,” de Lattre de 
Tassigny as, 220 

Fontaine distillery, political clout 
of, 97 

food: in America, 275, 279, 284; 
in South Vietnam, 246 

food shortages: during Japanese 
occupation, 107; of Viet Minh, 
168-69, 176; during 
Vietnam—Cambodia war, 
430-31 

Ford, Gerald R., 380, 385, 387, 
389, 402 
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Foreign Affairs Ministry, author’s 
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Foreign Legion, as part of French 
troops, 148 
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[U.S.], 249 
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Examination, 283 

France: attack on Vietnam in 
1873, 10, 11-12; Communist 
Party in, 99-100, 101; defeat 


at Dien Bien Phu, 235-38, 
239; Duong family in, 467, 
468, 469; Japanese overthrow 
of, in Vietnam, 103-4; libera- 
tion of, 109; Nazi occupation 
of, 104; occupation of Vietnam 
by, 12-15, 18, 24, 28, 36, 54, 
71, 82, 101; return to power 
in Vietnam, 134, 147, 201, 
386; withdrawal from Hanoi, 
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French language, Vietnamese lack 
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“Frenchman's wife,” as insult, 59 

Frenchmen, remaining after 
Vietnamese independence after 
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French Riviera, former Emperor 
Bao Dai on, 251 

From Here to Eternity, 264 

Fugitives group of poets, William 
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gambling, Binh Xuyen control of, 
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Geneva Accords, 236, 238, 239, 
259, 339 
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281-84, 287, 288, 295, 305, 
306, 318 
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gifts, to mandarins, 92-93 
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nists viewed as, 278 

G.L.s, deaths in Vietnam, 328, 
332, 336, 371 

Giu [brother], 95, 131, 155, 
198, 209, 313, 375, 386, 414; 
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attempted escapes of, 452-56; 
in California, 460-61, 466, 
467; evacuation of, 393, 
396-97, 410; as factory manag- 
er, 325, 327, 379, 433-36; in 
France, 227, 263, 460, 461; as 
French prisoner, 140-42, 143; 
help to parents by, 379; in 
re-education camps, 432, 
437-50; release by commu- 
nists, 450-51, 461; release by 
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Saigon, 373-74, 377, 392, 
423, 426-27, 434, 451, 459, 
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133, 135, 138, 139, 140; wife 
and children of, 377-78, 434, 
441, 447) 449, 45° 
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Goldwater, Barry, 310 

Gone With the Wind, 264 

Gracey, Douglas, 130 
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with, 245-46 

Great Chancellor, Duong Lam as, 
25 

Great Depression, 93, 96-97 

Guam, refugees’ flight to, 386, 
395, 441, 463 

guerilla tactics: of Viet Cong, 
321, 323, 380, 413; of Viet 
Minh, 111, 113, 123, 130, 
147, 222-23, 365 

guilds, of Hanoi merchants, 57 
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schooling in, 122-23; Duong 
Lam as magistrate of, 13; 
Hoang Trong Phu as governor 
general of, 73; Tuong as gover- 
nor general of, 44 
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Hai Hau, Duong Thieu Chi’s 
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Haiphong: Duong family in, 
189-214; Duong Thieu Chi’s 
post in, 155-56, 187, 219; 
Duong Thieu Chi’s return to, 
241; French re-control of, 
203; French troops in, 135, 
195; U.S. attacks on, 364, 
370; Viet Minh takeover of, 
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68, 125, 472; Trinh Thi Hue’s 
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government in, 444, 446; cul- 
tural life of, 78; Duong family 
in, 117, 415; Duong family’s 
departure from, 243, 246; 


Duong family’s return to, 
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215-40; Duong Lam in, 15, 
17; Duong Lam’s return to, 18; 
Duong Thieu Chi in, 71, 241; 
economy of, under communists, 
353-56, 362; family silk shop 
in, 55-58; French and Viet 
Minh battles in, 138-40, 
142-43, 145-46, 220; French 
attacks on, 10, 36; French offi- 
cials in, 20; Japanese occupa- 
tion of, 105; mandarins in, 14; 
medical treatment of Duong Tu 
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369; U.S. relations with, 429; 
Viet Minh control of, 113, 
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drawal of Viet Minh from, 
135, 147 

Hao [sister-in-law], 378, 463, 
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in, 325, 326, 433, 435-36, 
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85; Duong family from, 414, 
415, 473; Viet Minh base in, 
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Hat Tri (Phu Tho Province), 
Duong Thieu Chi’s post in, 
86-91 
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175-77, 178, 360, 370, 422, 


470; in communist Hanoi, 


356-57; education of, 126, 
365; journey to resistance base, 
157-59; marriage to Thang, 
125-26, 127; as member of 
Viet Minh, 129, 138, 146-47, 
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174-75; support of Viet Minh 
by, 118, 124; in the Viet Bac, 
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tions, 397, 398-401, 402, 406 
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Ho [cousin], in Viet Minh, 
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73 
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209; death of, 363-64; land 
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Ho Chi Minh (continued) 
relations with Chinese occu- 
piers, 133; relations with 
French occupiers, 134; as revo- 
lutionary leader, 85, 99, 100, 
115, 139, 170, 241, 338, 
339; 342-43, 344, 348, 433, 
434; scorched-earth tactic of, 
150, 158; in Viet Bac, 159; 
Viet Minh organized by, 
112-14 

Ho Chi Minh City, Saigon 
renamed as, 415 

Ho Chi Minh trail, Viet Minh 
infiltration along, 287, 309, 
310, 316, 363 
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Population), 155, 190-91, 203 
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Hong Kong, Emperor Bao Dai in 
exile in, 202 

Honolulu, author in, 273-74 
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Ho Xuan Huong, as poet, 64 
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Minister of Public Works in, 
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42, 43; French rule of, 20; Tet 
Offensive in, 113, 335, 390; 
Viet Cong capture of, 331, 
384, 391; Viet Minh takeover 
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Hoa: Black Flags in, 15-16; 
Duong Lam in, 15 
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Huong Giang, as emperor's motor 
yacht, 206 

Huong Mai, author's friend in 
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Ia Drang, air attacks at, 328 

“I have a dream” speech, of 
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illiteracy, Viet Minh fight 
against, 121 
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indoctrination, by communists, 
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James, Henry, 282 
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101, 103-14 
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Vietnam War and, 310, 311, 
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285-86, 288, 291, 298, 309, 
312; assassination of, 299 
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kermesse, Duong Thieu Chi’s 
refusal of, 210 

Khai Dinh, Emperor, 30 
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ing of, 369, 370 

Khe Sanh, siege of, 330 
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of, 429-30 
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Province, Duong Tu Phan’s post 
in, 48 

“The Kind-Hearted Inspector,” as 
nickname for Duong Thieu Chi, 
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King, Martin Luther, Jr., 286 

Kissinger, Henry, 291, 371, 374, 
415 
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from, 383 

Korea, 236, 237, 312 

Korean War, 250, 429 
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in, 111 
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title for Tran Tue Nam, 52 
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landlord(s): Uncle Trinh as, 
173-74, 186, 187, 229-32, 
349; Viet Minh attack on, 
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347-50; rectification of, 
350-52 
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142, 216 

Lang [cousin], 353, 369, 370 

Lang Son: capture of French sup- 
plies in, 182; Chinese mvasion 
of, 430; French POWs in, 
181; as Viet Minh area, 123, 
180, 342 
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Lao Kay: Giu’s trip to, 118-19; 
rebuilding of road to, 92 

Laos, 92, 235, 309; Ho Chi 
Minh trail in, 287; as part of 
Union of Indochina, 20; univer- 
sity students from, 77, 78 

la paix francaise (French peace), in 
Vietnam, 36, 46 

Lap [nephew], 176, 177, 178, 
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469, 470; education of, 179; as 
medical school teacher, 362-63 

law school, Duong Thieu Chi in, 
81 
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League for the Independence of 
Vietnam, See Viet Minh 

Le Duc Tho, 415 

leeches, as Viet Bac annoyances, 
165-66 

___, Duong Thieu Chi’s 
job offer from, 155-56 
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diers, 132; of Viet Minh, 169 
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group, 174, 229, 342, 353 

Lily [niece], 460-61, 466 

linh le (orderlies), 89-90 
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Loan [general], 331 

Loan [sister], 106, 112, 144, 
145, 148, 198, 225, 257, 460; 
education of, 248 

Loc [uncle], stay with Duong fam- 
ily, 186-87 

Loc Ninh, pipeline to, 375 
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looting, of Saigon, 406, 411, 
422, 423 

“Lo River Victory,” 166 
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Luat [sister], birth and death of, 
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Minh, 122, 123-24, 167-68, 
365-67; in Viet Minh army, 
180-81, 182, 365-66, 472 

Luc Nam, Duong Lam’s banish- 
ment to, 16,17, 18 
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by, 130-31, 132-34 

Luong [brother], 108, 119, 147, 
155, 198, 227, 265, 387; at 
Aberdeen Proving Ground, 
262, 265; in army, 239-40, 
263, 325; evacuation of, 393, 
395, 396, 398; help to parents 
by, 379; as lawyer, 327-28, 
378; move to Canada, 464, 
465, 467; in Saigon, 253-54, 
257, 313, 390, 463 
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Madagascar, revolt in, 201 

“Make War or Make Peace,” as 
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malaria, 84, 87,111, 141, 159, 
163, 167; among Viet Minh 
recruits, 170, 417; in Hau’s 
family, 163, 175; of Luc, 
167-68 

Malaysia, refusal of boat people 
by, 452, 458 

mandarins: communist protest 
effects on, 86, 98; destruction 
by Viet Minh, 116-17, 118; 
effects of French occupation on, 
12-15; gifts to, 92-93; 
Vietnamese tradition of, 5, 6, 
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Mansfield, Mike, 249 

Mao [sister], 112, 117, 138, 140, 
153, 197, 198; death of, 392; 
mental illness of, 100-101, 
246, 269; in Saigon, 257 

Mao Tse-tung, 179 

Maritime Zone: Duong Thieu 
Chi as governor of, 196, 199, 
203; re-takeover by French, 
190, 196, 201 

marriage, traditions for, 66 

Marseillaise: played for Duong 
Thieu Chi, 82; played for 
French withdrawal, 337 

Martin, Graham, 387-88, 389, 
395, 402 
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Marxism, 32 

matchmakers, role of, 65, 270 
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McCarthy, Eugene, 332 

McNamara, Robert, 281, 293, 
294-95, 393, 309, 341, 317, 
323, 362 

Mekong Delta, 74, 177, 249, 
316, 383, 384, 391, 428; Viet 
Cong in, 298, 364, 410 

merchants, communist attacks on, 
425-26 

Mercier [French classmate], 75 

Meridian Hill Hotel 
(Washington), as dormitory, 
275-77; 279, 284-85 

Military Interrogation Center 
(MIC), tortures at, 321~22 

Minh [nephew], 396, 415, 416, 
417, 419, 429, 471; in 
Vanguard Youth Corps, 
417-19 

Miss Foreign Service, My Luong 
as, 284, 285 

mission civilisatrice, myth of, 84 

Moise, Edwin E., 348 

monsoons, 91 

Mordant, Eugène, as commander 
of French in Indochina, 109 

Moscow, Ho Chi Minh in, 85, 
100 

mother [of author], 58; betrothal 
and marriage of, 65, 68, 
79-80; as Buddhist, 62, 297; 
children of, 64, 95, 100-101; 
education of, 64; home life of, 
94-95; return to Hanoi, 
152-54 

movies, Duong children’s like of, 
264-05, 276 

music, as Viet Minh propaganda 


tool, 166-67 

My Loc, Duong Tu Phan’s post 
in, 37 

My Luong [roommate], 281; as 
Miss Foreign Service, 285 

mysterious man: fortune brought 
to Duc Thang by, 3-33, 
473-74; predictions of, 8; as 
Thanh Tinh Thien Su, 8 

My Tho, Rand Corporation in, 


316, 320, 328, 329, 330 


Nam [nephew], 467; escape of, 
457-59; in fall of Saigon, 399, 
400-401, 405-9, 456-57 

Nam [uncle], in France, 50 

Nam Dinh [town]: American air 
attacks on, 105-6, 112; Duong 
family’s escape from, 111-12, 
117; Japanese control of, 
109-10, 111; Viet Minh 
takeover of, 115, 116 

Nam Dinh Province: Duong 
Thieu Chi’s post in, 93, 98, 
104, 155, 238; Duong Tu 
Phan’s post in, 36, 37, 59; 
famine in, 108; Japanese occu- 
pation of, 103-4; Viet Minh 
in, 113-14 

Nam Phuong, Empress, 255 

Nam Truc, Viet Minh in, 114 

napalm: use by French troops, 
220, 235, 236; use by U.S. 
troops, 316, 324 

National Endowment for the 
Humanities, author’s grant 
from, 468-69 

National Front for the Liberation 
of South Vietnam, creation of, 
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(NIC), tortures at, 321-22 

Navarre, Henri, as French com- 

mander, 235-37 

New Economic Zone, Saigonese 

sent to, 427, 428, 450 

Newsweek, 323 

Nghe An: communist protests in, 
85; Viet Minh base in, 159, 
368 

nghia (duty), marriages based on, 
80 

N ghia Hung (Nam Dinh 
Province): Duong Thieu Chi’s 
post in, 100, 116, 126; moth- 
ers move to, 81; Viet Minh 
executions in, 116 

Ngoc Dong, Duong family’s evac- 
uation to, 150-51, 152 

Ngo Dinh Diem: attack on Binh 
Xuyen, 252-54, 256; attack on 
Viet Minh, 287; attitude 
toward officials like Duong 
Thieu Chi, 255-56; execution 
of, 299, 303, 325; family of, 
256, 258, 267-68, 277-78, 
296, 297, 298; opposition to, 
298-99; as president of repub- 
lic, 257-58, 267, 295, 347, 
379; as prime minister of South 
Vietnam, 241, 249, 250; 
South Vietnamese army of, 
294-95; treatment of 
Buddhists by, 278; U.S. sup- 
port of, 251, 258, 260, 288 

Ngo Quang Truong, evacuation 
of, 395 

Ngo Xa, Duong family’s evacua- 
tion to, 150 

nguoi Viet (Vietnamese), as term 


for native southerners, 248 
Ngu Xa, bronze artisans in, 57 
Nguyen Cao Ky, as prime minis- 

ter, 311, 326, 395 
Nguyen De, as Duong Thieu 

Chi’s friend, 218 
Nguyen Duy Han, assassination 

of, 46-47 
Nguyen Dynasty, 8, 23, 24 
Nguyen Huu Tri, as governor of 

Tonkin, 120, 214, 224, 256 
Nguyen Khac Binh, evacuation of, 

394 
Nguyen Khanh: opposition to, 

303, 309; as prime minister, 

301, 302, 303; resignation of, 

311 
Nguyen Nha [maternal grandfa- 

ther], 54; death of, 55; mis- 

tresses of, 54-55 
Nguyen Tuong Tam [writer], sui- 

cide protest of, 297 
Nguyen Van Tam, as Dang Huu 

Chi’s replacement, 224 
Nguyen Van Thieu: army strategy 

of, 380, 381-84, 385; resigna- 

tion and evacuation of, 388, 

389; Saigon government of, 

311, 326, 374, 375, 376-77, 

379, 380, 381-83, 388, 394, 

412; as signer of peace agree- 

ment, 371 
Nguyen Vinh Nghi, corruption 

of, 376 
Nguyet [sister-in-law]: in 

America, 460-61; evacuation 

of, 386-87, 396-97, 452, 

460; income of, 377 
nha que (rustic), old-fashioned 


women branded as, 59 
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Nha Trang: communist takeover 
of, 391; as seaside resort, 264, 
325 

Nhu [Ngo Dinh Diem’s brother], 
256, 258; execution of, 
299-300, 303; wife of, 
267-68, 277-78, 296, 299 

Ninh Binh Province, Hau and 
Thang’s journey to, 176 

Nixon, Richard M., 279-80, 
333; resignation of, 379, 380; 
Vietnam War and, 333-34, 
336, 364, 369, 374 

North Africa, unrest in French 
colonies of, 201 

North Vietnam: communist 
reform of, 354-55; fear of 
attack by, 259, 261; U.S. 
bombing of, 309-11, 362, 
364, 365, 369 

Notre Dame University, 275 

Novak, Kim, 274 


oai (awe-inspiring), as name for 
Japanese, 105 

Office of Strategic Services (OSS), 
work with Ho Chi Minh, 120 

ong My (Americans), 261 

Opera House (Hanoi), student 
fight at, 122 

opium smoking: ban by Viet 
Minh, 121; by Nhu [Ngo Dinh 
Diem’s brother], 258; by Phu’s 
father-in-law, 218 

opium trade, 16, 20, 47, 48, 89, 
131; control by Binh Xuyen, 
250, 251, 252 

orange grove, owned by Uncle 
Trinh, 173, 231 

osteomyelitis, of Cuc, 138, 


153-54 
Oxford University, William 


Elliott at, 291 


pacification: by de Lattre, 222, 
223; in Haiphong area, 201 

Parents’ and Old People’s 
Association, as Viet Minh 
group, 119 

Paris: Duong family flight to, 
185; refugee resettlement in, 
401 

Paris Accords, 371, 374 

Paris of the East, as name for 
Saigon, 247 

peace settlements, negotiations 
for, 364, 366 

Pearl of the Orient, as name for 
Saigon, 247 

peasants: as backbone of Viet 
Minh, 229; bashing by French, 
223; in communist coopera- 
tives, 353; communist treat- 
ment of, 348-49 

penicillin, use for typhoid fever, 
208 

People’s Front, as political 
alliance, 99-100 

Perfume River, 206 

Pétain, Henri-Philippe, 104 

Pham Duy, as composer for Viet 
Minh, 186 

pharmaceutical business, Thang’s 
work in, 177 

Phi [cousin], 31, 346, 347, 352, 
353, 472-73 

Philippines, refugee evacuation 
to, 388, 394 

pho chet (Saigon home), 257 


Phoenix Program, defectors in, 320 
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Phong, brush with French sol- 
diers, 172 

Phu [sister], 198, 207, 209; death 
of, 465; evacuation of, 395-96, 
399, 463, 464; life struggles 
of, 378; marriage and husband 
of, 217, 263, 294 

Phu Ly, French takeover of, 147 

Phung [brother-in-law], 396 

Phung Xa, Duong family’s evacua- 
tion to, 150 

Phuoc Long, communist takeover 
of, 382 

Phuong, as author’s friend, 199 

Phu Tho Province: Duong Thieu 
Chi’s post in, 86-91, 93, 95, 
158; Duong Tu Phan’s removal 
to, 39; Thang and Hau’s jour- 
ney through, 158, 159 

Phu Yen, Duong Lam as governor 
general of, 24 

Pin [roommate], 281 

“Pioneer of European Learning,” 
as banner for Duong Thieu 
Chi, 76 

Plain of Reeds, in South Vietnam, 
247 

plantations, owned by French, 
91, 92, 97 

Pleiku: Thieu’s withdrawal from, 
383; Viet Cong attack on, 310 

poet(s): Duong Khue as, 32-33; 
Duong Lam as, 17-18, 20, 22, 
28, 29, 32; Duong Tu Phan as, 
45-46; women as, 64 

“poisonous water” region, as name 
for Phu Tho, 87 

polygamy, legality of, 22 

pop music, Duong children’s like 
of, 265-66 


Portland Cement, in Haiphong, 
191 

Post Exchanges (PXs), American 
products in, 313, 333 

Poulo Condore penal colony, ser- 
vants from, 194 

pourriture (rotting from within), in 
Vietnam, 200, 222, 296 

POWs: French as, 181, 182; 
Vietnamese as, 141, 142, 143 

Presley, Elvis, 266, 276, 315 

prostitution: ban by Viet Minh, 
121; control by Binh Xuyen, 
250, 251 

Province Reconnaissance Units, 
defectors in, 320 

Pulau Tengha, Nam's refuge in, 458 

Purdue University, 275 


Quan [nephew], 396 

Quan Cong [Chinese god], 53 

Quang [nephew], 471 

Quang Trung, Emperor, 70, 330 

Quang Yen Province, army train- 
ing camp in, 221 

quan truong, as title of district 
chiefs, 200 

Quemoy, Nixon’s stand on, 280 

Quynh Village, temple in honor 
of Duong Lam in, 17 


Radio Saigon, author’s job at, 
301-2, 305 

Rand Corporation: author's job 
at, 306, 308-9, 317-20, 392; 
David Elliott's job at, 316, 
320, 328, 329; enemy motiva- 
tion studies by, 295, 305, 


318-19, 323 
rapes, by French expeditionary 
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forces, 196, 223 

real estate, in Saigon, communist 
takeover of, 427-28 

Red River, 15, 87, 121, 165, 
191; flooding of, 4, 18, 19, 
129, 246 

Red River Delta, 39, 50, 74, 99, 
177, 332, 362, 428; cottage 
industries in, 57; French 
defense of, 222, 461; Viet 
Minh bases in, 159, 182, 
228-29, 413 

“red villages,” formation by peas- 
ants, 85, 98 

re-education, of Saigon officials, 
436-38 

refugees: in Danang, 384; Duong 
family as, 243-49; evacuation 
by U.S. forces, 241, 242, 388, 
395-402; flight to Australia 
and Ceylon, 311, 399; number 
rescued, 402; resettlement of, 
190-91; in United States, 431 

resettlement, of refugees, 190-91 

résident supérieur, as title for French 
officials, 13, 15, 20, 30, 38, 
39, 71, 98 . 

resistance movement, against 
French, 54 

Rhodes scholar, William Elliott 
as, 291 

rice farms and farming, 4, 49, 74, 
96, 97, 119, 173, 230, 422 

“rice struggles,” during famine, 
113 

rice wine, sales of, 97 

robberies, by French expedi- 
tionary forces, 196, 223 

Roosevelt, Franklin D., 130 

rubber plantations, French invest- 


ments in, 84, 96, 97 


Saigon, 121, 130, 225; American 
departure from, 375, 387, 397, 
399-400, 411, 421; American 
troops in, 237, 312-13, 406; 
author in, 226, 469-70; 
author's departure from, 272, 
273; author’s relatives in, 415; 
author's return to, 295, 
297-98; as boom town, 
313-15; communist assault of, 
287, 373-74) 375, 385, 391, 
398, 407; communist govern- 
ment in, 415, 422, 424- 28, 
444; corruption in, 376-77; 
disintegration and surrender of, 
374-71, 379, 383-84, 393, 
394, 395, 401, 403, 406-7, 
410; Duong family’s flight to, 
185, 239, 241, 243-44, 463; 
as headquarters of Union of 
Indochina, 20; Nguyen Van 
Tam as police chief of, 224; 
renamed Ho Chi Minh City, 
415; Tet Offensive in, 331; 
US. aid to army of, 288, 380, 
381; U.S. economic aid to, 376 

Saint Cyr Military Academy, 
French captain as graduate of, 
149 

Saint Paul convent school, Duong 
sisters at, 249, 255 

salt trade, as state monopoly, 20, 
47, 48, 97 

San Francisco, author in, 274 

Sarraut, Albert, reforms of, 
71-72 

scholars, Vietnamese tradition of, 
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School of Foreign Service 
(Georgetown University), 
author’s studies at, 272, 283, 
284 

scorched-earth tactic, of Ho Chi 
Minh, 150, 158 

seduction: attempted, of author, 
265; of Vietnamese student, 
281 

17th Parallel, division of Vietnam 
at, 238, 362, 367 

silk merchant, Trinh Thi Hue as, 
53-68 

silk production, as cottage indus- 
try, 56-57 

Singapore, refusal of boat people 
by, 452 

snakes, in Vietnam jungle areas, 
164 

soc dia [gambling gamel, 89 

social disintegration, in Saigon, 

1 

socialism: failure of, 431-32; 
Hau’s interest in, 129; Thang’s 
belief in, 361 

Son Tay Province, 98, 158; Duc 
Thang’s son as mandarin in, 8 

South Vietnam: Americans in, 
259-60, 280, 312, 409; army 
death toll in, 332, 374; army 
of, 294-95, 312, 325, 375, 
380-81, 382-84, 394, 402, 
413; fall to communists, 406, 
409; French withdrawal from, 
258; Ngo Dinh Diem’s return 
to, 250; peasants as commu- 
nists in, 323; terrain defense 
problems of, 17; U.S. policy 
on, 250 

Soviet Union: aid to Viet Minh, 


179, 186, 195, 238, 251, 324, 
364, 365, 375, 432; disinte- 
gration of, 431; relations with 
U.S., 283, 285, 287 

Special Forces, use against monks, 
297 

Spellman, Francis, 249 

Spring Offensive of 1972, by 
communists, 364 

Stalin, Josef, 100 

suicides, by landlords, 348 


Syria, roommate from, 281 


T’aiping Rebellion, Black Flags as 
members of, 15-16 

Taiwan, 280, 389; Elliotts in, 
330, 332, 333 

The Tale of Kieu, 60, 209 

Tam Thanh Mountain, shoe facto- 
ry in, 182 

Tan Son Nhut airport (Saigon), 
469; communist attack on, 
394, 395; refugees evacuated 
from, 387, 388, 390 

Tan Trao area, Hau’s relocation 
to, 174-75 

Tan Vien Mountain, 8, 18, 
28-29 

Tao Khe, Duong Lam’s tomb in, 
29, 30, 31, 32 

tax collection, by mandarins, 90 

Tay minority, support of Viet 
Minh by, 342 

teeth, lacquering of, 65 

Tet, 8, 42, 60-61, 62, Jo, 91, 
118, 146, 216, 233, 330, 366, 
423 

Tet offensive, of Emperor Quang 
‘Trung, 330 

Tet Offensive of 1968, 70, 139, 
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322, 325, 328, 330-32, 363, 
399 

Thai [cousin], 31, 347, 353 

Thai Bink Province: bomb killing 
in, 46-47; Duong Lam as gov- 
ernor of, 18, 19, 70; Duong Tu 
Phan as magistrate in, 39, 45, 
48; Vi Van Dinh as governor 
of, 342-43 

Thai Ha Ap, Duong Lam’s villa 
1n, 49, 70 

Thailand: arms supplied to 
Khmer Rouge by, 430; refusal 
of boat people by, 452 

Thai Nguyen Province: bombard- 
ment of, 367, 369-70; French 
attacks in, 167 

Thai tu thieu bao [Tutor to the 
Crown Prince], Duong Lam as, 
25 

Thang [sister], 54, 114, 240, 
370, 469-70; children and 
family of, 340, 360-61; in 
communist Hanoi, 340, 341, 
355, 356; contact with family, 
263; education of, 124-25, 
162, 166, 360, 364; job at 
Ministry of Agriculture, 359, 
360; journey to Bac Giang, 
172-73; journey to resistance 


base, 157-59; marriage to Hau, 


125-26, 127; as member of 


Viet Minh, 124, 129, 146-47, 


185, 235, 278-79, 317, 318, 


323, 333, 338, 350, 358, 371, 


409, 431, 443; son of, 157, 
158, 159, 161, 183. See also 
Lap [nephew]; in the Viet Bac, 
160; views of Japanese occu- 
piers, 105; visit to family in 


Hanoi, 183-84, 187 

Thanh Hoa Province: Hau’s job in, 
178-79, 185, 349, 360, 364, 
365; Thang’s return and stay 
in, 177, 178, 185; Viet Minh 
base in, 159, 235 

Thanh Tinh Thien Su [Master of 
Purity and Serenity], as myste- 
rious stranger, 8 

Thi [niece], 471 

Thich Quang Duc [monk], immo- 
lation of, 297, 298 

Thinh [cousin], 421 

Third Force, 324 

Thong Ngoc [landlady], 215-17, 
225, 226 

The Three Musketeers, Vietnamese 
translation of, 60 

Thu [cousin—in-law], 472 

Thu [sister-in-law], 378, 395; 
evacuation of, 401, 464 

Thuc [cousin], 338, 346, 347, 
370 

Thu Duc military academy, Luong 
at, 262 

tien si [doctorate degree], proces- 
sion for Tuong, 44 

tien si [doctorate degree], as pinna- 
cle of academic achievement, 8, 
11, 42, 44 

tigers, 159, 161, 175 

Time, 323 

tinh truong, as title of province 
chiefs, 200 

Tonkin, 51, 84, 86, 97, 99, 111, 
153, 228; Allied agents in, 
109; Chinese occupation of, 
132; Dai Viet Party in, 214; 
Duong Thieu Chi as inspector 
general for, 228; 
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Tonkin (continued) 
famine in, 107; as French pro- 
tectorate, 13, 18, 20, 36, 38, 
39, 73; 74) 77; Haiphong as 
gateway to, 191; re-control by 
French, 163, 179; Viet Minh 
bases in, 114, 159 

Trang [niece], 399 

Tran Luu Hue: as father of Tran 
Tue Nam, 40; as viceroy, 14 

Tran Quoc Tuan Military 
Academy, Luc at, 168-71 

translation office, Giu’s work in, 
451, 459 

Tran Thien Khiem, 414; corrup- 
tion of, 377; resignation of, 
388-89 

Tran Tue Nam [paternal grand- 
mother], 473; appearance and 
personality of, 40, 62; as “Lady 
of the Fourth Rank,” 52; xem 
mat visit of, 65; as widow, 51, 
52 

Tran Van Chuong, resignation as 
ambassador, 297 

Tre, Giu's trip with, 118-19 

Trinh [uncle], 43, 51, 69, 255, 
421, 472; accused of excessive 
rent, 230-31; death of, 335, 
352; falsified birth certificate 
of, 76; as landlord, 173-74, 
186, 187, 229-32, 342, 343, 
350, 353; move to Bac Giang 
Province, 146, 173-74, 187; 
public humiliation of, 343-47, 
349, 350; relations with Viet 
Minh, 231, 232-33, 342, 343: 
restitution of, 351-52, 353; 
Thang’s refuge with, 173, 176; 
wife as Vi Van Dinh’s daugh- 


ter, 98-99, 122, 174, 352, 


353 
Trinh Thi Hue [maternal grand- 


mother], 472; children of, 54, 
63, 66; death of, 66-67; edu- 
cational views of, 63-64; home 
and furnishings of, 57-59, 
62-63; personality of, 59-60, 
63; religious practices of, 
61-62; as silk merchant, 
53-68, 472 

Truc, trip with Giu by, 118-19 

trum chan, Vietnamese term for 
fence-sitters, 196 

Trung [nephew], 471 

Trung [Viet Minh cadre], 
338-39, 367, 368, 369 

Trung Ha, Thang and Hau’s jour- 
ney through, 158 

Truong Chinh: as member of 
Communist Party, 99; as Uncle 
Dinh’s grandchild, 368 

Tuan [brother], 119, 198, 227; 
favoritism toward, 239-40, 
263; in Paris, 263, 459, 464, 
467 

Tuan [brother-in-law], 379, 396; 
re-education of, 465 

Tu Duc, Emperor, 8, 11, 32, 33 

Tuong [uncle], 50; education of, 
44, 76; as farmer, 43-44; as 
mandarin, 54 

tu tai [bachelor’s degree], 9 

Tuyen Quang Province: French 
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503 = index 


258, 379 
typhoid fever, of Yen and author, 


207 


U Mien [maid], 108, 240, 257, 
269 
Uncle Governor Mau, as playboy, 


Union of Indochina, formation of, 

20 

United Nations, 275, 283; 
refugee group of, 458 
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tion of, 226-27, 248; indoctri- 
nation of, 416, 420, 421; 


506 = index 


Yen (continued) 423, 425, 427; typhoid fever 
job with American Military of, 207-8 
Assistance Advisory Group, Yom Kippur war, 375 
262-63; marriage and husband Youth Association, as Viet Minh 
of, 294, 378-79, 396; in group, 119 
Saigon, 257, 262, 396, 407, 
408, 410-11, 413, 416, 420, Zasloff, Joseph, 305, 323 


A NOTE ON THE TYPE 


The Sacred Willow is set in Deep- 
dene, a font designed by Frederic 
Goudy. Goudy drew the font, 
named after his house in Marl- 
borough, New York, in 1927; the 
digitized version used here was 


issued by Lanston Monotype. 


Design and composition was by 
Adam B. Bohannon; Helen Mules 
handled production. 


